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THE CORPOREAL FANTASY 


Martin Butler 


If the road I have pointed out as leading to this goal seems very difficult, yet 
it can be found. Indeed, what is so rarely discovered is bound to be hard. 
For if salvation were ready to hand and could be discovered without great 
toil, how could it be that it is almost universally neglected? All things 
excellent are as difficult as they are rare. - Spinoza 


MARTIN BUTLER 


I’m always amazed that I ever manage to complete any task, let alone write 
a book. My impatience and hunger for an end product mean most things do 
not get completed. But I have been helped and pushed along by others in 
this task, and for that I am grateful. 

In my late teens and early twenties I studied theoretical physics. I was 
good at it (excuse the lack of humility). I got a first and went on to study for 
my PhD (which I didn’t complete - that impatience again). The subject for 
my PhD was “Space-Time Symmetries Surrounding Charged Particles”. 
This ruined me for life. Such elegance and beauty in human thought, and 
specifically Einstein’s thought was not to be matched until much later in 
life. Everything else seemed crude and shabby. 

Like many people, I have searched for meaning in this seemingly vain 
and futile world. Having stated my faults (my impatience), I should also 
state that I am like a dog with a bone. This search I embarked upon would 
either crack open through sheer persistence or I would crack. I would like to 
claim that such persistence is something I have nurtured, but it isn’t - I just 
happen to be like that. 

I studied Gurdjieff alone for over a decade. He seemed to offer a 
realistic assessment of life, but it wasn’t until I met Rina Hands that I 
realized we can do nothing on our own. The people who have helped me are 
listed in the acknowledgements. These days, as a man in his sixties, I do 
tend to work alone, and I focus on three philosophers almost to the 
exclusion of all else - Spinoza, Kant and Schopenhauer. This is unashamed 
greed. To study and understand just one of these is a lifetime’s effort. Even 
so I do intend to extend my reach at some point. 

If I could state what I have found through all this effort it would be that 
the things we consider to be real are unreal and the things that seem to have 
no solidity are the most solid. I hope this book helps some people on their 
own path - the pathless path where each person unfolds things in the way 
that is natural to them. 

Finally I should add that this book is challenging and strips away our 
most dearly held beliefs. Move on if you are looking for an easy ride - this 
is anything but. 

New material can be found at martinbutler.eu 
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ABOUT THIS BOOK 


The contents of this book come from two main sources - transcriptions of 
podcasts, and blog articles. The longer sections come from transcriptions 
and have a looser style than the blog articles. Obviously the transcriptions 
are more conversational in style and readers should bear this in mind - it is 
difficult to convert a podcast into a tight text. 

The material has been arranged into four main sections: 


e Survival - an account of our basic driver, the survival instinct, and the 
implications of this in human behavior. 

¢ Bondage - how our emotions and erroneous ideas hold us in bondage. 

e Freedom - how we might liberate ourselves from the worst effects of 
unremitting desires and inadequate ideas. 

e The Dark Way - a section to challenge some of our deeply held beliefs. 


There is some repetition in this book, but some things need repeating. 
However this is not a book that has just one idea that is then embellished 
until the reader puts it down in despair. There is a lot of content here - 
enough to disturb even the deepest of dreams. 


INTRODUCTION 


The corporeal fantasy is your life, a fantasy created by your senses, mind 
and desires. This fantasy has its pleasures and pains, and one fine day 
comes to an end. Animals live the same life, striving to survive, to procreate 
and then eventually die. 

We do not know reality. We know the sensations produced by our 
senses, the way our brains interpret those sensations, and we generally have 
no awareness of anything greater than our own well-being. These are not 
judgmental statements, it is just the way it is. However, if we are to increase 
our happiness in life it is useful to understand its dynamics. These are not 
necessarily pleasant to look at, since it might involve looking at the nature 
of our existence in all its brutal reality. 

Contrary to much that comes from various "spiritual" and self-help 
gurus, the key to greater happiness is understanding. Positive affirmations 
and meditation are not going to do it. They can help, but ultimately what we 
do not understand can be the cause of much harm. So we need to 
understand the fantasy and develop the necessary skills to navigate it for 
maximum pleasure. And don't misunderstand the way the word "pleasure" 
is used here. Simply seeking sensual pleasures ultimately causes misery. 
The pleasure that is being talked of is the pleasure that comes from being 
what we are, instead of the person we have been told we are by parents and 
society at large. We need to stare reality in the face and peel off the layers 
of conditioning that have been applied with the aim of making us 
acceptable members of society. To become what you truly are does not 
necessarily make us a good members of society, but it will give us pleasure. 

Perhaps the most dominant part of the fantasy is the illusion that each of 
us is the center of the universe, and our own welfare is the only thing that 
matters. Every sentient creature partakes in this illusion and it is the cause 
of much suffering. Animals will kill and eat eat other, and humankind 
executes this function on an industrial scale with the breeding and slaughter 
of animals numbered in the billions. Human beings also inflict pain on each 
other. Wars are an obvious example, but everyday domestic life is 
permeated with mutual harm - envy, hatred, derision, domination, and 
sometimes physical violence. All this behavior originates from a single root 
- the desire to survive in the most powerful way possible. Human beings, 


above all other species, have refined the art of survival, even if it involves 
massive violence to other species and to our own. 

This is where we start, with an honest look at the nature of our drivers 
and the behaviors they produce. It's not going to be pretty, but unless we do 
it we will continue to harm ourselves and the planet as a whole. Obviously 
this message, that we are out-of-control survival machines, will not be the 
least bit attractive to most people. But then again most people will live 
unconscious lives, completely at the mercy of fortune's favors and curses. 
By understanding the raw drivers that cause so much harm we can reduce 
their effect in our own lives. 

Virtually all our emotions come from the desire to continue with our 
existence, and it is said in the zen tradition that all our suffering comes from 
the desire to exist. We didn't create this desire, it is at the very root of us. 
We often become envious when someone else benefits from good fortune, 
and we pity those who are less fortunate. Both have the same root - the 
desire to exist in the most powerful way possible. Greed, fear, hope, pride, 
raw ambition, love, excitement, hatred - they all spring from the same root. 

Our emotional nature, our misinformed ideas, and our lack of 
understanding hold us in bondage. Depending on circumstances we are 
mechanically happy or sad, and the ideas we have ingested of what we 
should be create neuroses. Our lack of understanding means we are passive 
victims of our conditioning and emotional reactions. We have no power of 
our own, relying on external factors to lend us power - other people, 
consumer goods, travel, entertainment. At best these are temporary 
palliatives, and more often than not make our slavery to externals more 
intense. Without understanding, we are asleep, and the dreams we dream 
are determined by everything other than our own intent. 

For an animal there is absolutely no way out of this bondage, but for 
Homo sapiens the situation is different. We have a reflective consciousness 
- the ability to form ideas and concepts. This is a two edge sword. On the 
one hand it enables us to moderate the effects of the animal instincts. On the 
other hand we see too much, and particularly our own mortality. 
Nonetheless without this ability to reflect we have no means of navigating 
the labyrinth we find ourselves in. 

The driver for many people in this line of inquiry is the desire for 
freedom and relief from emotional pain. Some people believe that money 
can bring freedom. It brings freedom from want, but often increases 


emotional bondage. Others think that opting out of society will bring 
freedom, but life lets no one off the hook. Freedom from our emotional and 
conceptual bondage is the only freedom worth having, but there is a heavy 
price to pay. We have to see what we really are and be able to bear it. This 
is difficult work because our flattering self-image will be offended by the 
animal nature that is uncovered. But please note - we are not trying to 
change anything (that would just be another ego trip), we just want to see 
and understand. This alone is enough to bring a great deal of inner freedom. 
It sounds simple, but it is the most difficult thing a human being can 
undertake. 

This book is heavily influenced by the works of Spinoza, Schopenhauer, 
Lao Tsu and Gurdjieff. They saw the nature of life and tried, as best they 
could, to communicate it. The solutions to human unhappiness they propose 
are all very different on the surface, but look a little deeper and there are 
some striking similarities. Desire is the root of all evils. When our desires 
are satisfied we experience temporary happiness. When they are thwarted 
they create pain. It’s a roller-coaster that most of us have no control over. 
However, by understanding the nature of our desires and the effect they 
have on us we lessen their effect. 

There are no free lunches here. Understanding requires effort and 
perseverance. There is also a great deal of difference between 
understanding and knowledge. We understand through experience. 
Knowledge is an empty thing that is usually gained through second hand 
sources - books, videos, seminars etc. Unless knowledge is combined with 
experience it has no power. Above all else, what is proposed here is a way 
of life. We have to be what we understand, and we have to be willing to 
challenge many of our most deeply held beliefs. To see beyond the 
corporeal fantasy is a massive undertaking, and a lifetime’s effort. Even 
then there are no guarantees - slumber has its benefits. 


PART ONE 


Survival 


THE WOLF 


One of the things very often talked about in real self-development groups is 
feeding our wolf. Now, we more highly evolved spiritual people obviously 
don't like to feel that we have a wolf, but in the main, we are 99% wolf. 
Drooling wolves, eager to get our way, to win an argument, to gain more 
money, to be more successful with the opposite (or same) sex, to be more 
successful at work, to get the promotion above and beyond others. The list 
of the behaviors that we manifest, that are genuinely animalistic is endless. 
You know, the thing that always pops into my mind is these nice mild- 
mannered people who go to work in arms factories. They go there and make 
bullets and missiles and goodness knows what else, that will be used to kill 
people. And they push the reality of that to the back of their minds. They do 
this because they are wolves, drooling wolves (despite the mild-mannered 
exterior), that are desperate to maintain their existence. And if producing 
armaments that are going to be used to kill other people means that they can 
exist and enjoy a good standard of living then they will go and do that. 
Back to the wolf. Now, the wolf is essentially only interested in one 
thing, and that is surviving. But, within that, there are two other primary 
objectives. One is to eat, to have enough food, and the other one is to 
procreate. The wolf is interested in pleasure, eating and having sex and 
procreating. And if the wolf doesn't get what it wants, then the wolf can get 
a bit nasty. How does the wolf get nasty? Well, let's take a common 
example, and I've seen this many times - people who believe that they're on 
a spiritual path and that they can only manifest kindness and goodness and 
gentleness and humility and all of those things that we read about in the 
various religions. What will happen is the wolf will become very, very 


angry and frustrated. And the wolf has to get out somewhere; it's to a large 
extent what we are. I shall go into what we're not or how we are slightly 
more than the wolf a little bit later. But the wolf has to be satisfied. If it's 
not satisfied, it will cause mischief. How does it cause harm? Well, we all 
know about the Catholic Church and the priests who abuse children. 
They've tried to tame their wolf by exercising vows of chastity but you 
cannot keep this wolf in, it's going to find it's way out somewhere. And it 
finds its way out in more aberrant behaviors - abusing small children. Not 
all priests do that, but there's now a reasonably well-established record of 
Roman Catholic priests being involved in child abuse. Another way it can 
come out; say we have some new-age spiritual group where people are told 
it's all love and light and so on but you know, somebody is getting a little bit 
more attention from their guru than maybe a few other people would like. 
Are they going to start feeling a bit jealous? Yes, of course they are, 
because there's a bit of limelight going on and the wolf likes the spotlight, 
it's ambitious. And so maybe they'll start acting a little bit bitchy towards 
that person that's getting more attention from the guru. And so the wolf will 
come out in snide little comments, in bitchy behavior and so on. If you try 
in any way to constrain the wolf, it will find some way to manifest itself; 
that is even more damaging than the behavior you're trying to limit. 

Consider people in the Gurdjieff work for example, you will find that a 
lot of them have so-called bad habits. Yes, I'll admit when I first got 
involved with various groups, I was surprised to see that a lot of them liked 
their alcohol. And a lot of them loved their cigarettes. I remember going to 
visit the Prieure in Fontainebleau near Paris. One of the guys reasonably 
high up in the London Gurdjieff organization said to me, can you get me 
some of those Disque Bleu cigarettes that Mr. Gurdjieff used to smoke? It 
turned out I couldn't get them, but I went into the tobacconist where Mr. 
Gurdjieff used to go, lovely tobacconist as well. Oh my goodness, if you 
like cigars and things, then that is just such a beautiful tobacconist. Well, I 
could wax lyrical about it for a long time, but it's a musty old tobacconist 
with humidors, and I could smell the cigars. The wolf had a reasonably 
good time in there. And you know I've known people in the Gurdjieff work 
who are philanderers. They will have sex with almost anybody, several at 
once if they can get away with it. The idea of some religious behavior that 
is constraining all these appetites is ridiculous. Now, it's such a 
contradiction, isn't it? 


On the one hand, we are given these images of saintly figures who have 
subjugated their animal drives, and we believe it's something to aspire to. 
And it isn't something to aspire to; it's very, very dangerous. If you want to 
get a relatively good account of all of this then Osho's book, The Book of 
Secrets, has a reasonably large section at the beginning where he talks about 
the Yogi's who have disciplined their bodies and their appetites and so on 
and he says these people become monsters. They do develop some kind of 
"I" within them, but this I is essentially a monster that is bullying and 
chastising the rest of their being. It's a horrible thing to create some violent 
entity within oneself like that. The "I" that Gurdjieff is talking about is not 
an I that is a bully. The I that Gurdjieff is talking about is something very 
light and something very fine. It is not the creature that we might create in 
ourselves by bullying our being, by trying to tame the wolf, which will not 
be tamed anyway. There's an excellent saying in a book called Zen Mind, 
Beginners Mind by Shunryu Suzuki. He says if you want to calm a bull give 
it a huge field. No, he's not saying put a ring through its nose and tie it toa 
post or beat the thing half to death. He's saying let it roam, and that will 
calm it down. Well, it's the same with your wolf. Whatever you try to do to 
calm the wolf will only irritate it. Having said all that about the wolf, you 
must feed the wolf if you want to make any real progress - because at any 
moment the wolf can devour the lamb. The lamb is the more delicate 
feelings and the more excellent thoughts you may have. If the wolf is 
abused, it will just simply eat the lamb. Do not turn your lamb into some 
monster that is trying to attack the wolf - because the wolf will always win. 
Look after your wolf, make sure it's happy, give it a large field, and then 
you can get on with some real inner work. 

Here are some steps that I've found useful. You'll have to find your own 
steps. One of the most meaningful things that was ever said to me in the 
work was that you have to find your own way; you are responsible for it. 
No one's going to give you the formula to make your progress in this. You 
are responsible for it, you find your way and if what somebody else says is 
useful then pick it up and use it, otherwise discard it because it might not be 
useful for you. So number one: observe the wolf. Now, this is much more 
difficult than you think because we're so conditioned to look upon behavior 
such as promiscuity, drinking, smoking, maybe liking lots of different kinds 
of food for example - we're taught to look upon these earthly pleasures as a 
sin, but actually your wolf likes all that kind of stuff. And you have to 


watch it while it's going about its business. Do not try and stop it. Watch it. 
Do not criticize - observe and do not judge, and that is difficult. It takes a 
long time to get to that point because you have to change your ideas, you 
have to change the way you think about what you are and how your body 
behaves. You have to understand the wolf; you have to understand that the 
survival instinct drives it. It only wants to reproduce and to eat and to 
survive, and it will do almost anything to try and achieve that. You have to 
be honest about that, and you have to look at the bestial nature of the wolf 
because if you are in denial about it then you are in denial about a part of 
yourself and it will create more mischief than if you look at it honestly, 
openly, without judgment and just look at the way it behaves. If you want to 
see the wolf in full flight, then you only have to look at an invading army. 
An invading army is interested in rape, pillage, and murder. That is the wolf 
in full flight and we all have that within us: do not think that you do not 
have that within you. You do. There have been many experiments, 
psychological experiments carried out that show we are all capable of these 
things. Well, I say the word all, maybe there are a few people who are not, 
but P’ll mention the Stamford Prison Experiments where one group of 
students were told to be prisoners and another group were told to be guards. 
The experiment was abandoned because the guards were abusing the 
prisoners. These were just ordinary students. But the guards were given a 
little bit of power, and they went crazy with it, and they were starting to 
torture the prisoners. Just ordinary students, normal guys, meet them in the 
street or the pub, perfectly pleasant, wonderful people. Give them a little bit 
of authority, and they turn into beasts. Well, they didn't turn into beasts, the 
beast was already there. The beast just needed a little bit of license, and 
that's what it got. Be honest about yourself and honest about the human race 
and honest about nature. Nature does not give a dam about you. Sorry to 
say that, but it's true. You're a tiny, tiny part, infinitesimally small part of a 
great huge machine that may or may not have some cosmic purpose. But 
that great huge machine has no interest in you or me, it has interest in 
numbers, but it doesn't have interest in individuals. If you want to become 
something other than the animal that you were given when you were born, 
then you have to work on yourself to establish that. 

Now for some honesty about nature. Most of us like to pretend that 
nature is all beautiful and rosy. Well, I can look out my window, and it's a 
beautiful view. I look down a valley to the ocean, and it's wonderful. But 


start to lift the stones and look in the trees and what you find in the main is 
animals savaging each other. Somebody very, very accurately described it 
as a carnival of carnage. And that's what nature is, a carnival of carnage and 
you have to come to terms with that as well as looking at all the pretty stuff, 
the eye candy. We all like the eye candy. Lovely sunsets over the sea, 
beautiful vistas down a valley to the ocean, incredible. But there's the other 
side of it as well, and this is one of the things in life. Everything has two 
aspects to it as far as we humans are concerned. We like to focus on the 
pleasurable side, the life-affirming side and we want to negate or pretend 
that the life-threatening side doesn't exist, but of course it does. If you can 
be honest about those things, then a strange thing happens. What happens is 
that all that horror becomes less impactful and less threatening. So because 
as far as nature's concerned, you are nothing then do not expect anything. 
Nature is not going to serve your needs because you are special in some 
way. When you wake up in the morning, and this is a practice I do every 
morning; I tell myself that I can expect nothing. I can't even expect to make 
it to the end of the day. And you know what? That liberates me more than I 
can tell you. I'm doing the opposite of what most people do - plan their day. 
They're going to go here at this time, do that at that time, see this person, 
have a nice lunch, and so on. And of course, something's going to go wrong 
during the day. When it goes wrong, they're going to be pissed off, and 
they're going to be unhappy. If you can tell yourself in the moming expect 
nothing, the train will not arrive on time, when I try to start the car it will 
not start, then when your day flows smoothly, it will be like nirvana. You 
won't believe that things can be so good. It's all about expectations and 
attitudes. I've diverged a little bit from the central theme here. 

The take away is become friendly with your wolf, be on good terms 
with it, don't try and constrain it with some half-baked notions of what is 
good and bad. Give it some free rein, give it some pleasure, but most 
importantly observe it, understand it, be honest about it. Be honest about 
what your wolf means to nature; it means nothing. There are seven billion 
of us on this planet. Something like ten million people die every year; it's 
just a big recycling machine. If you can understand nature and see what 
nature is, this huge machine that has no interest in individual creatures, then 
you can in some way become free of it, and freedom must be one of the 
things that you want - I would imagine anyway. 


YOU HAVE PROBABLY NEVER KNOWN A HUMAN BEING 


What characterizes the human animal is the passions, the emotions. Things 
like hatred, envy, fear, greed, and there's a long list of these things. These 
emotions are derived from some notion of survival. And that may not be 
immediately clear to you, so let’s talk about that. 

The prime differentiator between the human animal and the human 
being is reason, and because it’s so important, we need to dwell on the idea 
or notion of reason for a while. It’s important because from the Greeks 
through to the Renaissance philosophers, and through to modern day 
philosophers it has formed the bedrock of their work. Unfortunately, we 
don't hear the word reason used a great deal in so-called spiritual practice, 
and there are various drivers for that, but Gurdjieff used it when he talked 
of objective reason. The kind of reason we're talking about is not what 
many people consider it to be - logic, mathematics and so on. Logic says 
something like if X equals Y, and Y equals Z, then X equals Z. These are 
empty statements, but modern philosophers and logicians delight in playing 
around with those kinds of things, and if that keeps them happy then so be 
it. The ‘reason’ we're talking about is more the ability to, well as Gurdjieff 
infers or implies in the phrase ‘objective reason,’ to be objective. If you are 
involved in some dispute with your neighbor over your barking dog say, 
then if you could be objective and apply objective reason, you would say 
well yes, it’s not right that my dog is barking in the morning. An 
unreasonable person would probably say well it's my dog, my house, and 
my dog can do whatever the hell it wants in my house. And that is the 
attitude you get from probably quite a few people. Reason is the ability to a 
large extent to step outside your private little hell and view the wider 
perspective. And maybe we'll go into how wide that perspective could be a 
little bit later on. The human animal has virtually no reason or very little of 
it. If you think I'm unkind, I'm not, this is the way most of us are, and there 
are causes for that which I'll get into shortly. The human being has, in many 
situations, the ability to apply reason. Not every case, because a human 
being still lives in a body, and still has the human animal to contend with. 

The human animal is an animal that wants to survive. This drive for 
survival was well recognized in ancient times; people called it the conatus. 
It's there in every animal. You see an animal that's hunting or an animal that 
is being hunted, and you see the conatus at work, You see the terror in the 


eyes of a deer that is being felled by a lion say, and you know the conatus at 
work. 

Survival is our primary driver. Now if things happen that threaten your 
survival you will feel what is traditionally called negative emotions; hatred, 
fear and so on. If things are going well for you, things that reinforce your 
survival, then you will feel what people very often call positive emotions. 
Both what we call positive emotions and negative emotions are passions. 
They are our responses to external stimuli. We might get a new partner that 
we think is particularly attractive and all of a sudden we feel more uplifted, 
more positive, and our world goes well. Or, we lose a whole pile of money, 
and we feel threatened. For example, if you are on the road driving along 
and someone cuts you up, your blood pressure is going to go up; you're 
going to feel threatened. You're going to get angry, and the road is a very, 
very good barometer for how people are honestly reacting to each other 
because they're in a slightly competitive situation. This behavior is the 
human animal at work. It will always protect its territory and more than 
that, it will try and grab the territory of others. If you look at our society and 
you look at the way that large corporations work, the way governments 
operate and so on, the people who are involved in those type of 
organizations are inherently predatory. They have to be, to get where they 
are. They are the alpha animals in the zoo. They are the ones who have been 
the most successful at effectively exploiting the weaker. Again, this is all 
animal behavior. Lions eat weaker animals, even within a particular species 
a dominant male is very often established, and if any animal tries to 
threaten that order then there's trouble, and the old guard may win or it may 
not. But this is the human animal driven by passions. We see that today 
more than we've seen it for maybe at least 50 years. Nationalism is a direct 
manifestation of the human animal. It is all about territory. Territory - this is 
my territory, everybody else keep out. The way that large corporations 
consume smaller businesses and grow into new territory, into new products, 
it’s all predatory. There's an excellent book called Sapiens, and I 
recommend it if you want to understand the human animal. We became the 
most dominant form of the human species because we were the most 
aggressive, and the most cunning. There were several species of humans, 
the Neanderthal being one. And of course, Neanderthal is portrayed as 
being this sort of brutish, clumsy thing. It’s not true. Neanderthals were 
fairly intelligent. What they lacked was the cunning of homo sapiens, and 


the ability to create abstractions. Abstractions like a nation, abstractions like 
corporations, these things don't exist in reality, they're just abstract notions. 
But human beings have this ability to group behind a concept. And because 
of that, they formed large groups that could overcome smaller groups. And 
SO we are a particularly unpleasant species that has come to dominate, and 
that unpleasantness is now being turned upon ourselves. This is the human 
animal, purely driven by the survival instinct, in the main. 

Let’s talk about the human being as opposed to the human animal. The 
human being is a creature that can apply reason to situations. Now our 
society is not wholly animalistic. If it were people would be murdering each 
other for the least little slight. Fortunately, we have laws and what some 
people call the thin veneer of society. Well, thank goodness for that thin 
veneer, because if it weren't there, then murders and theft and all kinds of 
crimes would be just an everyday affair for all of us. You may be aware of 
the breakdown of law that happened in Montreal, I think it was in the 60's, 
possibly in the 70's, where the police went on strike for 18 hours. During 
that time revenge murders took place, extensive looting, theft, you name it, 
and I think the police had to cut short their strike. In various African nations 
when the law has broken down for protracted periods, then behavior has 
degenerated into cannibalism. If law broke down for prolonged periods of 
time in any western nation, you would end up with the same thing. This is 
the human animal being let free. Fortunately, we have laws. Laws are some 
measure of the application of reason. And the laws say that to a large extent 
we need to respect each other’s property, relationships, and territory. It's 
mainly a territory thing. Because of these laws we don't have this 
widespread violence and theft and so on. This is an example of reason being 
used in our society to some extent. Now, this doesn't stop people who are 
wealthy using very, very expensive lawyers for their ends. It's well known if 
you want to win a legal case you just get the best lawyers, it doesn't matter, 
in many circumstances, whether you're guilty or innocent, you get the best 
lawyers. But reason is the ability to view things in a broader context - 
broader than our individual little needs and desires. Reason would say that 
it's not a good idea for people to lie to each other because lying creates 
confusion. The confusion is a negative thing because it causes people to act 
in ways that are suboptimal. If someone lies to you about the route between 
one place and another, then you are going to spend maybe hours and hours 
traveling in a direction that doesn't take you any nearer to where you want 


to go. It’s the same when politicians lie to the electorate. The electorate 
believe one thing is happening and something else is happening, and so the 
electorate suffers. And the same when businesses lie about how they're not 
polluting the environment, or how they're making their profits, or whether 
they're exploiting under-aged workers, and the endless lies that take place. 
The human being is a very, very rare thing. 

There are shades of gray naturally, with real animal behavior you'll only 
see in battlefield situations with invading armies raping, pillaging, 
murdering. The human animal has free reign in that circumstance. But the 
human being is a very, very rare thing. A person that can apply reason in 
situations and assess the case fairly, and act impartially is incredibly rare. In 
fact, so unique that maybe none of us have met such a person. Or very few 
of us at least anyway. 

The fact that there are so few human beings is because to exercise 
reason you need to have, in some way, to able to control the passions, the 
emotions. There is no point being in a situation where you need to use a fair 
and objective assessment when your passions are telling you to steal, or to 
get your own back, or take some revenge, or to make yourself appear more 
significant than you are. Most social situations consist of people bigging 
themselves up. There is no reason there at all. There is no thinking of, well 
here's my friend, let's have a good time together. Braggadocio tends to 
increase as people get older, because as people get older they usually get 
more and more empty within themselves, and so they have to apply more 
and more strategies to make themselves look big, and that bigging up 
usually consists of boasting about property or various achievements, what 
they've acquired, or done in their life. The ability of people to act 
reasonably diminishes very often with age. And so, our planet is almost 
entirely populated by human animals. I think it’s part of what Gurdjieff 
would call the terror of the situation. There have been enlightenment figures 
who have to some extent helped us apply reason so that we make a tolerable 
environment for ourselves. Dumping thousands and millions of tons of 
plastic in the ocean is not a reasonable thing to do, chopping down the 
rainforest is not a reasonable thing to do, polluting the air is not a 
reasonable thing to do, exhausting the earth's resources is not a reasonable 
thing to do. These are all the actions of a human animal that has no control 
over its passions. And unfortunately, the people who lead our society both 
commercially, economically and politically are human animals in the main, 


that's how they got there. It’s a very scary situation, and if you want to 
understand why mankind, the human species, goes around in circles, it's 
because the human animal will always indulge its appetite for dominating 
the weaker. All we end up with is the psychopaths and the madmen at the 
top of society, until it breaks down - like in ancient Rome, characters like 
Nero and Caligula. Totally insane, totally power crazy, possessed by their 
passions, and this is what we have today because the laws are not sufficient 
to constrain all the lunatics that are at the top of our society. We see this 
insane behavior, and it is a prelude to the degeneration of civilization, at 
least as is currently happening in the west anyway. It's just the way these 
things work. 

To summarize. Human animals are driven entirely by the survival 
instinct. Human beings can exercise some level of reason in their dealings 
with each other and in the way they organize their own lives. But human 
beings are very, very rare individuals and compared with an animal, a lion 
in full attack, a reasonable person might look weak. However, a reasonable 
person would not be weak, a reasonable person would be prepared. He's 
going to shoot the dam thing in the head because that is in all of us. The 
reasonable person also has the animal within. And as Gurdjieff said, the 
wolf can devour the lamb at any time. 


EMOTIONS MAKE YOU INHUMAN 


People are very attached to their emotions and pain, and so I’m deliberately 
poking the hornet’s nest here to some degree, and I’ve decided to take some 
of Gurdjieff’s advice and go the whole hog including the postage. 

Many people readily confuse reason with emotions. They will point to 
ideologies and say how our abstractions and intellectualism have caused so 
much suffering. In reality, however, both reason and the intellect are 
entirely powerless. It is the emotions where all the power lies. Hitler was 
said to have excited all the nasty little biases and hatreds within people who 
followed him. Without that soup of putrid emotions, he would have had no 
power, and his ideology would have been impotent. 

A brief list of the emotions will show that most of them are destructive 
— hatred, disdain, envy, jealousy, pride, greed, fear, hope ... The so-called 
positive emotion of love can also turn into hate with ease. Just watch a jilted 
lover spit venom at a person they once adored. 


Any human behavior based on the emotions will be inconstant. It has to 
be this way because feelings are merely a passive response to the 
environment. As things change so do our emotions, and so you can never 
rely on a person who is driven by strong emotions. One minute they will be 
all over you like a severe rash, and the next minute they will want you hung 
drawn and quartered. 

If we look at the suffering we impose on each other we will find 
emotion to be the driving engine. Religious zeal, ideological frenzy, racial 
hatred, and nationalism exist at the macro level. Envy and jealousy operate 
at the personal level, and Spinoza went as far as to suggest that envy was 
the default emotional state for human beings. 

Contrary to the notion that it is our emotions that make us human, it is 
the emotions that make us inhuman. They drive all the flavors of cruelty 
and abuse. The person of reason is derided by people who put their 
emotions up on a pedestal. They portray images of geeks with no social 
skills and an inability to relate warmly to other human beings. Not so. 
Someone who is reasonable has the self-awareness to be kind and 
considerate even when the other party is not. Kindness, compassion, and 
goodwill are the children of a reason. The emotions can only operate by 
“like and dislike” and are unreliable and often destructive. 

So it isn’t your emotions that make you human. You share your 
emotional nature with the animals — one minute elated and the next deflated 
depending on circumstances. Of course, there is nothing here that is 
mandatory. If you are happy to be a leaf in the wind, relying upon good or 
bad circumstances to determine your emotional state, then all of this will be 
meaningless. However if your suffering and that of others is of concern to 
you, then it might at least be worth considering the role of reason in life. 


NECESSARY CONFLICT 


Wouldn’t it be nice if we all helped each other. Yes it would, and it would 
also be nice if there was no cancer, no poverty, no one died, and everyone 
could win the lottery. Time to put away childish things. 

The reality of existence on this planet called Earth is billions of 
creatures all desperately striving to survive, usually at the expense of other 
creatures. These dynamics are well understood in several disciplines, and 
not least Game Theory, where conflict is taken for granted. Here is a quote 


from one of the classics in game theory, The Strategy of Conflict by 
Thomas Schelling: 

“There are those that treat conflict as a pathological state and seek its 
causes and treatment, and those that take conflict for granted and study the 
behavior associated with it.” 

Most people treat conflict as a pathology, even though it is as old as 
history and manifests at every level within society — personal conflicts, 
religious conflicts, political conflicts, commercial conflicts — and so on. It 
makes much more sense to see conflict as an inevitable outcome of the way 
the game of life is set up, with each creature striving for power and 
dominance in its insane striving to exist. 

Oddly enough a reasoned approach to conflict, as opposed to an 
emotional one, has proved to be very productive. People who act reasonably 
can be dealt with in a productive way, whereas emotional basket-cases 
cannot. This is why, in my experience at least, those people who make 
impassioned pleas for fellowship and unity, are the very ones that will 
vigorously attack anyone who does not subscribe to their point of view. 

All of the behaviors that we see as aberrant, are actually perfectly 
normal given the way the game of life is set up (many creatures competing 
for resources). So here are a few examples of perfectly normal behavior: 


e Sabotaging the reputation of someone at work who is competing with 
you for a promotion. 

¢ Buying cheap clothes made in sweat shops where people are paid a 
dollar a day. 

e Lying about the reliability and mechanical soundness of a car to a 
prospective buyer. 

e Hiding cracks and possible structural problems when selling a house. 

e Lying on a job application form. 


All these examples result in an advantage for the person concerned at 
the expense of someone else. To try and moderate the natural tendency for 
one person to gain an advantage at the expense of another we have laws, a 
legal system, a police force, and generally understood codes of conduct. 
Even so, the natural tendency for one person to disadvantage another when 
possible cannot be wholly inhibited. 


The moral of this story is simple. We cannot rely on “goodwill”, 
cooperation, brotherly and sisterly love, or any other emotions to protect 
people from one another. Reason and the application of law are the only 
tools we have to make life tolerable. In game theory we always assume the 
other parties are lying and will attempt to maximize their advantage at 
everyone else’ cost. Conflict is built into the game, and so we should 
assume lying, deceit, and stealing will be the rule. 


THE JOY OF SCHADENFREUDE 


Christopher Hitchens was once asked what the purpose of life was. He 
replied that it was to crow over other people’s misfortunes — in other words 
experience schadenfreude. This word of German origin has two parts — 
schaden (harm), and freude (joy) — to derive joy from another’s harm. 

Schadenfreude is our secret joy, the worm that eats into the heart of the 
rose. Driving this sentiment is the thing that drives all our emotions — the 
survival instinct. The basic dynamics of this driver say that when you are 
stronger I am weaker, and when I am stronger you are weaker. And so it 
would make sense that we crow over other people’s misfortunes, since their 
weakness is our strength. 

Various philosophers have commented on this emotion and it’s close 
relative, envy. In fact schadenfreude is just one aspect of envy, since envy 
also includes the pain we experience when another person experiences good 
fortune, in addition to the pleasure we get from their ill fortune. Here is 
what Spinoza says about envy: 

Envy is hatred, insofar as it so affects a man that he is pained at 
another’s good fortune and rejoices at another’s ill-fortune. Spinoza, The 
Ethics 

As you can see Spinoza considers envy, and hence schadenfreude, to be 
a form of hatred. Of course most of us will deny having such feelings, 
particularly in our increasingly politically correct society. All this political 
correctness does is push the beast further into the subconscious where it 
eventually surfaces in even more harmful behaviors. The beast, our survival 
instinct, will not be denied, and will always find a way to achieve its aims. 

Spinoza considers envy to be our natural state. To quote him again: 

... men are by nature envious that is, they rejoice at the weakness of 
their fellows and are pained at their accomplishments. Spinoza, The Ethics 


However he goes on to say that we are only envious of those we 
consider to be our peers. Most of us would not rejoice at the misfortunes of 
a poor child in an under developed country. Similarly we are not envious of 
the Queen of England — although some people are jealous. In most cases we 
are envious of our peers — the people we work with or who live down our 
street. 

Schopenhauer considers schadenfreude to be more than a negative 
emotion, but wickedness itself. 

There is no more unfailing sign of a thoroughly bad heart and profound 
moral worthlessness than a streak of pure, heartfelt schadenfreude. One 
should avoid for ever anyone in whom one has perceived it. Schopenhauer 

From this we can understand why Schopenhauer avoided most of the 
human race, as we would too if we were to take his advice to heart. We 
should also try to avoid ourselves — which most of us do quite successfully 
through denial. 

As always the understanding of these emotions diminishes their power. 
But to understand them we have to see them, as unpleasant as this might be. 
For most people this will not happen — they simply do not have enough self- 
honesty. 

Sometimes if I want some entertainment I will attend a social event to 
watch the faces that look like they have just sucked on a lemon, and the 
other faces of triumph as they manage to assert superiority. Welcome to the 
chimp’s tea party. 


ASS KISSING AND VENOM SPITTING 


How many times a day do you kiss ass? Probably more than you might 
want to admit. We kiss ass when we believe that someone has something 
that will enhance our power in life. There is a trade-off. By kissing ass, we 
diminish our power to make the one whose ass we kiss feel more powerful. 
If you are diminished I am stronger — and vica versa. 

Ass kissing can take many forms. Disciples can kiss the ass of their 
guru, employees the ass of their manager, people in relationships, can 
indulge in ass kissing, students kiss teacher ass — and so on. A real 
relationship does not involve ass-kissing. A real disciple will challenge the 
guru. I know of a female disciple of Gurdjieff who regularly questioned him 
— he didn’t object. However the sycophants hanging around him did mind, 


and for one it just got too much. A small incident was the straw that broke 
the camel’s back, and he suddenly screamed “You fucking bitch.” The lady 
in question found it hilarious. The man who yelled is a well-known figure 
in the Gurdjieff tradition. 

As far as students kissing their teacher’s or lecturer’s ass is concerned — 
it works. I know a lecturer very well, and she tells me that ass kissing as 
examinations or assessments approach is a sound strategy. 

Personal relationships nearly always involve some level of ass-kissing, 
since many relationships are built on mutual ego stroking. “Oh, you are so 
clever.” “You look a million dollars.” It doesn’t work in the long term since 
egos are insatiable and no amount of stroking is enough. Some relationships 
go beyond the ass kissing, but many do not. New relationships are needed 
to keep the ego stroking alive. It is also the case that many long-term 
relationships are secured by one party being the ass kisser and the other 
being the venom spitter. Neither party will indulge in this behavior unless 
they feel they are getting something out of it. I’ve known many ass kissers 
who tolerate the abuse of a venom spitter because they think the latter lends 
them some power (the venom spitter is wealthy, is vain or believes they are 
superior to everyone else and has convinced the ass kisser that this is the 
case). 

The other side of the coin is venom spitting. Remember — when 
someone else is weaker, you are stronger. So we see groups of people, and 
individuals, stigmatizing other groups or individuals to make them weaker, 
and as a consequence, the oppressors feel stronger. History is awash with 
examples of this — religious, ideological and ethnic persecution. 

More insidious however is the day-in and day-out ass kissing and 
venom spitting performed by Mr. and Mrs. Ordinary. Having successfully 
transferred the blame for poverty and other hardships on the unemployed, 
the British government then turned its attention to immigrants. After 
successfully convincing a large portion of the population that immigrants 
were taking jobs and consuming public services, to everyone else’ 
detriment, a referendum was held on whether to leave the European Union. 
Most people voted to leave — particularly the old and embittered. They 
needed a scapegoat for their misery, and immigrants were as good as 
anything else. So the immigrants feel diminished, and the majority of the 
population feels empowered — such is human nature. The United States 


government and many others also seem to be pursuing this strategy — and it 
works. 

The vast majority of people, organizations, and groups indulge in ass 
kissing and venom spitting — and it will never change. The brutish survival 
instinct that drives all creatures demands this kind of behavior. 

I was reminded of this when I accidentally came across an online 
photograph of a Nazi officer executing an emaciated Jew with his pistol. 
Venom spitting at its most extreme. 


WHY NOTHING IS GOING TO CHANGE 


“Meet the new boss, same as the old boss.” - The Who 

For as long as I can remember there have been various pundits claiming 
that we're on the verge of a new age. A new era of spiritual enlightenment 
maybe. I'm old enough to remember the age of Aquarius, which was going 
to be a wonderful new age. Doesn't seem to have happened, does it? There's 
a reason why nothing is going to change. Sounds like a terribly pessimistic 
thing to say, but it isn't if you really understand the nature of the situation. 
We forever look for external things, maybe a new political regime, a new 
Spiritual movement, something out there that is going to change everything. 
Most of us are reasonably cognizant of the amount of suffering in the world, 
and the so-called injustices, and right now things seem to be getting worse 
rather than better. This takes an extreme form in the Christian idea of the 
second coming of Christ when all the good people will go to heaven, and all 
the rest of us are going to burn in hell. Well, who knows? It might happen, 
but I personally don't give a lot of credence to that. We're looking in the 
wrong place, looking out there, because there's nothing out there that's 
going to change. The sun will rise every day for as long as you and I are 
around, people will be exploitative of other people as long as you and I live. 
A fairer political system, more tolerance, more equitable distribution of 
wealth and all those things are not going to happen. Please don't think that 
we're on the verge of some new age, we are not. I'll go into why that's the 
case right now. 

We need to understand the nature of existence. Every creature that exists 
has an utterly unquenchable thirst for existence. It wants to continue in its 
life. That applies as much to an ant as it does to a human being. If you 
threaten an ant, it will scurry away in an attempt to avoid danger and 


possible death. Same thing with human beings. This will to life, as 
Schopenhauer called it, is the primary drive in all creatures, including man, 
and we will do almost anything to ensure that we continue in our survival at 
an individual level and also at a group level, and that's why we have wars 
between nations. This will to life was well understood by Spinoza too. He 
said the very essence of man is desire - the desire to persist in his existence. 
That is the essence of what you and I are. You might try and put all kinds of 
fancy wrapping around it, but when it comes down to it, we may do some 
unspeakable things if it means that we continue with our existence. This 
desire for survival is not a passive kind of thing. It says that people are 
desperate for more experience, they want more of life, they want to visit 
more places, acquire more stuff, more money, they want more power 
because all these things enhance their potential in life and that is what most 
of us are after. Personally, I'm not really after all that, I've been there done it 
- got the T-shirt as they say, and I found it all boring, dull and unsatisfying. 
But most people go after that, people who've got a billion dollars want ten 
billion dollars. People who employ 500 people want to hire 5000 people, 
just because of the power it gives them. It's endless and you see it in the 
animal world, you see animals sparing for mating rights, you see them 
encroaching on each other's territory. Chimpanzees are dreadful creatures. 
They will invade a neighboring area, kill a lot of the chimps in a nearby 
environment, and the way they kill them is relatively unpleasant. This is 
nature. Nature has it's own aims, nature wants diversity and proliferation. 
Nature has no interest in the individual creature, it just wants more and 
more experience, more and more life and it really doesn't matter how that's 
achieved as far as nature is concerned. 

Let me just quote a few things from Schopenhauer because 
Schopenhauer of all people understood this very very well, in fact, his main 
work which is called The World as Will and Representation. The world as 
will, this drive for survival. He says as long as our will is the same our 
world cannot be other than it is. I'll repeat that. As long as our will is the 
same our world cannot be different than it is. Our will is the will-to-life, and 
this will-to-life means that we kill animals to eat them. Most people, if they 
see an animal slaughtered are somewhat repulsed by it, but they stick it to 
the back of their mind so that that reality is not in front of them when they 
consume the next juicy steak or have some excellent pork sausages. As long 


as this will is the same, this will-to-life, nothing is going to change for 
humanity as a whole. 

There will be no spiritual revolution, there will be no economic 
revolution, no political revolutions that deliver anything useful to the mass 
of people because people are all driven by this will for survival. As a 
species we're unique in that we can identify with concepts, so we identify 
with the notion of the United States or the notion of Christianity or Islam or 
Buddhism. We transfer our very existence, our very power for survival onto 
these things. As long as we're doing this, as long as we're driven by the will 
to survive nothing is going to change. I'm sorry all you new age prophets, 
but there is not a new earth. 

People are forever hopeful that something out there is going to change 
or that there's some inner work going on within mankind that's going to 
cause it to change. We only have to look at the rules of the game - creatures 
exist by inflicting pain and suffering on other beings in the main. It's how it 
works. Men assume power and magnify their will-to-life by acquiring 
money, position, and authority. This means that the mass of people is 
subjugated in some kind of way. If you took an ordinary man in the street, 
someone who is objecting that the bankers should not do what they do and 
that the political elite should not be as corrupt as they are, and so on, and 
put that man in the position of one of those people, he will do exactly the 
same. 99 times out of 100 anyway. 

Gurdjieff has something to say about this. He said that nature requires 
that the masses of people live like animals, that they are driven by their 
passions and their emotions and are wholly identified with their state, as 
animals are. When animals are happy, they are the happiness. When an 
animal is fearful, it is the fear, and that is the way it is with most people, 
driven by their passions and emotions. So nature requires that human beings 
live like animals. People are primarily driven by this will-to-life and will do 
anything to guarantee that they continue their existence. He says that 
liberation and understanding are for the few. 

So the masses of humanity are in this deep sleep, and they're lost in 
dreams. It's an unfortunate situation in reality, and they turn their back on 
any wisdom or knowledge that might be available. Liberation is for those 
who have a look around and are not fooled by externals - the hope that 
things will change on their own. This change within oneself requires work, 
it doesn't happen on its own, and so we have to go into our animal nature to 


see it in all its glory. The hatred, the envy, the derision, the lust for power, 
the need to put other people down so that we feel good, all the things that 
human being do and above all, spiritual people. If you've been a member of 
any kind of spiritual movement, then you will know that envy and jealousy 
are more prevalent in those groups than they are anywhere else. 

We need to do this challenging and painful work of looking into our real 
nature, the drive to survive, the need to keep going at any cost, and what we 
do both to ourselves and other people to make ourselves feel more 
powerful. The whole thing is about power at the end of the day. This work 
is only attractive to a very very small number of people, most people are 
looking for somebody else to do the work. Maybe they are looking for a 
new age guru to do the job, and usher in a new era. It's not going to happen. 

In summary, nothing out there is going to change. The only thing that 
can change is your own self, and you achieve that through work. There are 
no free lunches. 


EXISTENTIAL CALCULUS 


The dynamics of existence is a power play between the actors. 


1. All sentient creatures believe they are the center of the universe and 
see other creatures as objects. 

. Every creature strives to ensure its existence. 

. A diminishing of survival prospects creates pain. 

. An enhancement of survival prospects creates pleasure. 

. The effort to exist is driven by pain and lack. 

. Pleasure is the temporary satisfaction of survival desires. 

. Pleasure comes from the increase in survival prospects. 

. Pain comes from the decrease in survival prospects. 
9. All creatures strive for pleasure. 

10. If I am weaker you are stronger. 

11. If you are weaker I am stronger. 

12. Every creature must devour other creatures in order to survive. 

13. The pleasure of one creature is predicated on the suffering of others. 


CON MU BR WN 


PI = Pleasure index 


SD = Increase in satisfied desires 

UD = Increase in unsatisfied desires 

OS = Increase in satisfied desires of other creatures that affect us 
OU = Increase in unsatisfied desires of other creatures that affect us 


PI=SD-UD-OS+ OU 


Notes 


1. All creatures, apart from empathetic people, treat other creatures as 
objects. Animals seem to have no awareness that other creatures are 
sentient. 

2. Striving to exist is the very essence, the root of all creatures, and they 
will do anything to continue existing. 

3. A diminishing of survival prospects might come through injury, 
illness, starvation, reduced status in the herd, and so on. For humans it 
might involve financial distress, social isolation, and the items listed 
for other creatures. 

4. Enhanced survival prospects involve plentiful food supply, increased 
status in the herd and improved fitness. For humans it might involve 
those just listed plus financial gain and increased social standing. 

5. The effort to exist is wholly driven by a sense of lack. We eat because 
of hunger, drink because of thirst, socialize to alleviate isolation, 
exercise to keep the body well, take medicines to cure illnesses, work 
to make money - and so on. Existence is inherently painful. 

6. When a desire is satisfied we feel pleasure - an increase in survival 
prospects. These pleasures are always temporary until we once again 
feel lack and make the effort to satisfy our desires. 

7. Pleasure is not simply how well we are surviving, but the increase 
from one level to a greater level. It is the increase that is felt as 
pleasure, and not the actual survival status. 

8. Pain is the result of a decrease in survival prospects. It is not the result 
of the actual survival status, but the negative change. 

9. All creatures strive for pleasure. At a basic level this is striving to 
obtain food, shelter, a mate. For humans it might include fame, wealth, 
entertainment and being part of a group. 


10. If Iam weaker I am less competition for you, and hence it should be 
easier for you to gain the resources you need and want. 

11. If you are weaker you are less competition, making it easier for me to 
gain the resources I need and want. 

12. One creature devouring another manifests at a basic level through 
killing others to eat them. In human society it can mean one person 
devouring the effort of another in order to profit. 

13. Pleasure is nearly always predicated on the suffering of others. Clearly 
this is the case for animals devouring each other, but in human society 
it might mean buying cheap goods at the cost of low wages for those 
who have produced the goods. It might even be simply winning an 
argument at the expense of the other. 


WHY? 


Do you ever question why you read this kind of thing? What is it that drives 
you to leave the comfort of endless distractions to contemplate hard reality? 
So let’s state our predicament as briefly as possible. 

The great thinkers of ages (Buddha, Spinoza, Schopenhauer) all claim 
we are desire. We do not desire; we are desire. Spinoza says the essence of 
man is desire. Schopenhauer says our bodies are the objectification of 
desire. However, what kind of desire? At the root of all desires is the desire 
to exist. As the Buddha and Emil Cioran state, until that desire has died, we 
will suffer, only because all our desires cannot be met and we ultimately 
die. How can we rid ourselves of the desire to exist when we are the desire 
to exist? This is where the various sages differ. Spinoza would say go with 
it. Schopenhauer would say renounce it by seeing the sufferings it causes. 
The Buddha claims liberation is possible through his various truths. I go 
with Spinoza. 

What we resist grows in strength. To oppose the beast called the will-to- 
life is to make it stronger, and as a result, we suffer more. Both Gurdjieff 
and Spinoza state emphatically that we are slaves of the will-to-life, and the 
only options we have are to be an unconscious slave or a conscious one. To 
be conscious means we understand, and that power of understanding allows 
us to mitigate much suffering. Both Spinoza and Gurdjieff claim that 
understanding and its close relative being can confer some form of 
immortality. That these two sages lived two hundred years apart and said 


the same thing means there may be some truth in those statements. I’m not 
interested in those claims, living a conscious life that has fewer sufferings is 
good enough for me. 

Back to the original question. Why do this? Spinoza would say that your 
mind instinctively knows that the way to preserve itself is through 
understanding. What drives many people to steel themselves to stare reality 
in the face is the simple fact that nothing else has diminished their suffering. 
Perhaps staring the beast in the eyes will lessen our fear of it — of suffering 
and death. I have found this to be the case, although this is not a trivial 
undertaking or for the faint-hearted. Courage and perseverance are needed. 
The alternative is to suffer unconsciously, and as Gurdjieff states so 
brutally, to live as a “thing” and upon the death of the body to disappear 
forever. Whether that is true — no one knows. 

The endless distractions can provide temporary relief, but ultimately 
make matters worse — we become more neurotic. The only choice we have 
is to face the beast — the beast that we are. Having done this, we may 
discover that the beast is not as all-powerful, or ferocious as we think it is. 
It is easily calmed through the act of acknowledgment. 

I’ve said it many times. The work to understand and to see reality 
cannot be done in isolation. Real work, rather than entertainment and 
distraction, will only ever be of interest to the few. The price that has to be 
paid is great, but the rewards even greater. 


Part Iwo 


Bondage 


DESIRE 


Right at the heart of you and I is desire. Thus says Spinoza, Schopenhauer 
and the Buddha. It only needs brief observation of the inner state to see this 
is true. Sit and watch the desires come and go — they are endless with one 
feeding into another. Spinoza had a wholly different take on desire to 
Schopenhauer however, and it is worth exploring. For Spinoza “desire is the 
essence of man”, and particularly the desire to persist in existence. Each 
creature is given what he calls a “sovereign natural right” to exercise 
whatever power it has. The strong shall dominate and exploit the weak, and 
Spinoza sees nothing amiss in this. Nature, after all, has made each creature 
the way it is — we do not self-create. As such, since Spinoza equates this 
power of existence with God, he considers that the strong dominating the 
weak is a God-given behavior. In fact, Spinoza equates the power for 
existence with virtue. However, all is not rosy in this garden. We can’t 
always get what we want, and so we suffer. And we cannot have a free-for- 
all in human life, or we suffer like beasts. So we have to sacrifice some of 
our power to the State in order to have an orderly society. Spinoza is telling 
it as-it-is, with no apologies and no value judgment. This is the way things 
are and so we had better organize our lives so we suffer as little as possible. 

Schopenhauer takes a wholly different approach. He was heavily 
influenced by Eastern religions and particularly Buddhism. So his take goes 
something like this. Our bodies are desire manifested in time and space. 
This desire is the same in all things, and he called it the will-to-life. This is 
a blind, unconscionable force, causing each creature to see itself as the 
center of the universe. In order to exist creatures have to impose suffering 
on other creatures (eat them, exploit them, fight for dominance, mating 


rights etc). He sees the whole thing as completely lamentable, and while 
any creature is driven by this force it will suffer and cause other creatures to 
suffer. And so, at the end of his masterwork, The World as Will and 
Representation, he proposes the denial of the will-to-life. In other words, 
something within us looks at this blind force and turns away from it. 
Obviously, this is similar to renunciation in the Christian religion, and most 
religions have some form of this. Of course, it is very rare that any 
individual can do this, but maybe the Saints and some sages have turned 
away from the will-to-life. 

Each approach has its merits. Spinoza simply insisted that we exercise 
our power as much as possible, and simply bear the fact that it isn’t always 
possible to get what we want. Schopenhauer is effectively advising that we 
suffer the pain of denial up-front while seeking liberation from all desires. 
Personally, I take what is useful from both approaches. Schopenhauer sets 
before us the terror of the situation and gives an emotional angle, whereas 
Spinoza presents a rational approach with methods for dealing with desires. 

In summary, Spinoza sees desire as legitimate and he deals with it as it 
is. Schopenhauer sees desire as a blind and ruthless thing, and if possible it 
should be denied. 


SLAVERY 


If you are suffering from a hangover, feel depressed, are looking for hope - 
or any of those things, don't read this now. There is no hope here - abandon 
hope all ye who read this. I want to talk about the topic of slavery, which 
was supposedly banished a hundred years or so ago, although it does still 
exist in some places. Anyway, I'm talking about a different kind of slavery - 
slavery to life. For example, most of us cherish the idea that we have free 
will. We have no free will. The debate still rages as to whether we do or 
don’t, but my opinion is that we don't. If you read people like Spinoza or 
Schopenhauer or Gurdjieff, all of whom I will quote, then you will become 
reasonably well convinced that free will is just something of the 
imagination, and that we are some kind of automata. We respond to things 
in the only way we can respond to them in any given moment in time, and 
that leads to a whole other discussion which I shall avoid. So, let’s get to 
this idea of slavery - the idea that we are slaves to life, slaves to nature. To 
be a slave means that you do the bidding of your master and that your 


master cannot be disobeyed. In fact, it is impossible to disobey unless you 
want very extreme punishments. Well, this word ‘slavery’ probably isn't 
strong enough for what I'm talking about here. This is not slavery where 
you can disobey and be punished, this is slavery where you have absolutely 
no alternatives. But, hopefully, you will see at the end of this, that there is a 
kind of freedom that can be got through accepting this slavery. 

Anyway, let me start with Spinoza. Spinoza was a ‘happy little chappy.’ 
He was an optimist. Having said that, if you read his works, you'll find 
undercurrents of a certain lack of acceptance. He tries to accept everything. 
Then you'll find a little comment about ‘the mob.’ The mob is the rest of the 
human race. If everything is fine in Spinoza’s little world then why does he 
call the rest of the human race ‘a mob’? Anyway, this is Spinoza. The 
‘happy little chappy’ who tries to put a good face on everything. I'll quote 
from his Short Treatise. He says: 

“In the first place, it follows therefrom, that we are truly servants, aye, 
slaves of God (Nature), and that it is our greatest perfection to be such 
necessarily.” 

As you may or may not know, for Spinoza, Nature with a capital N, is 
the force behind manifestation, not manifestation itself, but the force behind 
manifestation, and is just another name for God. He uses the words ‘slaves’, 
and if you read The Ethics, then Spinoza effectively demolishes the notion 
that we have free will. He implies very, very strongly that we are slaves of 
desire, but he does make a claim that by understanding how this desire 
works and how we respond to it we can attain some level of freedom from 
it. My opinion is that Spinoza is correct, and you'll find that it ties in with 
what Gurdjieff and Schopenhauer have to say. Spinoza is unambiguous 
here, we are slaves. What does it mean to be a slave? It means that you are 
driven by something, a master, whether you know it or not, and that you 
have no choice in what you do. These are just words. You must think about 
that, to contemplate on it, meditate on it, establish whether it makes sense, 
whether it's true and see it in yourself. Otherwise, these are just words, and 
you pass on to the next exciting idea. 

Let's talk about Gurdjieff. He was reasonably brutal about the whole 
thing, and you can see in the following quote, he uses the word greatness in 
quotation marks. I think it’s a little bit of irony in the way he's using the 
word greatness. He says: 


“All people without exception (without exception) are slaves of this 
“Greatness,” and all are compelled willy-nilly to submit, and to fulfill 
without condition or compromise what has been predestined for each of us 
by his transmitted heredity and his acquired being.” 

Now you should know that for Gurdjieff "being" is very closely linked 
to understanding. Maybe as you understand, then things can change for you. 
Gurdjieff as you probably know has a complete cosmology, which I don't 
buy into, but his statements about the situation of man seem to me to be 
wholly correct. 

Then we get to Schopenhauer, who says: 

“But now, as the known in self-consciousness we find exclusively the 
will.” 

This term “the will” needs a little bit of explanation. For Schopenhauer, 
the real is the will. It's a poor word, in my opinion, he should have used the 
word desire, and it would have meant pretty much the same thing. When we 
think of will we think of some pre-meditated determined action, some sense 
of power that we have within ourselves. He's not talking about that, he's 
talking about us being driven by desire. Here's a little exercise you can do. 
You sit down and try to meditate, and of course, when we meditate, we get 
lost in daydreams. The interesting bit is to see what happens as you come 
out of the daydream when you suddenly realize you're supposed to be 
meditating. If you can take a snapshot of what you were daydreaming about 
you'll find it's always desire. Perhaps what am I going to cook for lunch or 
how am I going to impress this person that I'm meeting this afternoon or 
how am I going to impress people with my writing? It's all that kind of 
thing. Schopenhauer is certain here that the only thing you are going to find 
in yourself when you look is desire, or will, as he calls it. Then he goes on 
to say: 

“For not merely willing and purposing in the narrowest sense, but also 
striving, wishing, shunning, hoping, fearing, loving, hating. In short, all 
that directly constitutes our own weal and woe, desire and aversion, is 
clearly only affection of the will.” 

Let me dig down into this a little bit deeper. The thing that pushes us 
along, and I've spoken about this many a time, is what Schopenhauer calls 
the will-to-life. We can think about that and think ‘well, yeah it sounds 
right, because I'm driven to get a job so I can buy food and get shelter and 
reproduce and maintain my health as best I can, and all that kind of stuff.’ 


All the things that consume most of our waking hours. Why do we do it all? 
We do it to maintain our existence. This effort is the will-to-life. It may not 
be flattering for you to think that your daily existence is pushed along by a 
largely unconscious will, or set of desires, but that's essentially what you're 
doing - you satisfy this will-to-life through all the efforts you make to 
maintain your life. 

Spinoza sees this as a wonderful thing, as he would because he's a 
‘happy little chappy.’ Gurdjieff sees this as slavery and Schopenhauer 
thinks that the whole thing is completely lamentable. You get three different 
approaches to it. Spinoza's approach to it is to transcend it through reason 
and understanding. For Gurdjieff, there is a way out of this situation, and, 
it’s fairly like Schopenhauer's view on the whole thing. You must remember 
that these people lived hundreds of years apart. From Spinoza to Gurdjieff 
is a couple of hundred years and yet they're saying almost the same thing. In 
fact, what they are both saying is that we can be a slave consciously or 
unconsciously. To be a slave unconsciously, which is basically the way 
most of us are, is to pursue all these things - get a job, get a family, to get 
shelter, get people around us so we feel a bit secure, which means basically 
selling out to the herd instinct to some extent, all that stuff is basically about 
maintaining our life. This force can be lived consciously or unconsciously. 
It is unconscious for most of us because we just do it, we don't even think 
about it. We are unconscious slaves and Spinoza says very explicitly in his 
ethics that to live life unconsciously means that you are just a thing being 
used by the force of life. What Gurdjieff and Spinoza claim, and remember 
these people are two hundred years apart, is that by living consciously and 
being aware of your life (I will get onto that in a moment too), you can use 
the force of life to some extent for your own benefit to gain understanding, 
Gurdjieff would use the term Being. I don't know if that's true. What I do 
know is that there is a huge difference between living life unconsciously 
and consciously. But there is a catch. To live life consciously means that 
you must acquiesce to it. What it means in practice is you must understand 
the nature of the beast that you're dealing with, the will-to-life as 
Schopenhauer calls it, the “greatness” as Gurdjieff calls it. God or nature as 
Spinoza calls it. You must understand that you are almost entirely a 
machine operating at the behest of Nature or God or whatever word you 
want to use. You must acquiesce to that, and if you look at the definition of 
acquiesce, it means reluctant acceptance. The word acquiesce is the word 


that Spinoza used a great deal. Reluctant acceptance is precisely what we 
must do, and, you can only reluctantly accept when you understand what it 
is that you are accepting. You are accepting that you are a machine driven 
by nature, and that requires a good deal of honesty within a person - to see 
‘yeah, well actually, I'm pretty much doing everything for my own benefit, 
it’s all self-serving, this is the beast in action, and for all intents and 
purposes I am the beast.’ To acquiesce to that, and then to live your life 
consciously, you can say to yourself I am cooking this food because this is 
the nature of the beast - it wants to eat. 

I am making it sound like something you can achieve in the space of a 
weekend, it isn't. Many years of work here to see what is going on within 
you, to rebel against it, which all of us do at some stage and then to 
acquiesce to it. Because the world, universe, nature, god, whatever word 
you want to use, is infinitely more powerful than you as an individual and 
you are just a manifestation of this power, this will-to-life as Schopenhauer 
calls it, as much as anything else. 

Now, each of these people offers their own route to salvation effectively. 
For Spinoza, it's acquiescing, and it's an excellent word and a perfect 
approach in my opinion. For Gurdjieff, it's to use specific techniques, self- 
remembering, self-observation and all this kind of thing, to build something 
up within oneself. Call it being, or understanding, which he claimed gives 
man a level of freedom. Having been involved with the Gurdjieff work for a 
long time that's sort of true but I think in the Gurdjieff work they 
underestimate the role of understanding a great deal. And then we come to 
Schopenhauer, whose main work was ‘The World as Will and 
Representation.’ At the end of that work, he talks about the ‘Doctrine of the 
Denial of the Will-to-life.’ It doesn't mean committing suicide, it doesn't 
mean renunciation particularly, it just means that you understand the nature 
of the game. You have no choice but to acquiesce to it, but within yourself 
you deny it. And that, in my opinion, is the most powerful of all the ways of 
treating this. It's like you're a slave, you know you're a slave you know you 
have no options, you acquiesce to it, but within yourself, you do not accept 
It. 


DAMAMGED GOODS 


“_,. the lucky ones are the unhappiest of all.” Seneca. 


We are all damaged goods, and those who would deny this are the most 
damaged of all. The causes of damage are legion — disease, injury, 
disfigurement, abusive parents, abusive siblings, abusive teachers, school 
bullies, cheating partners, abusive partners, physical violence, financial 
distress, betrayal — and much, much more. Our environment, in most 
aspects, is essentially hostile, and as a result we are frequently wounded. 
This is not an exercise in self-pity, but an objective assessment of the nature 
of life. Even the best intentioned parents fuck their kids up, and as Ernest 
Becker reports in The Denial of Death, life itself is terrifying for kids and so 
they retreat into imagination. Later in life societal pressures will cause 
people to suffer as they fail to match up to the heroes portrayed in the 
media. The net result is that, without exception, we are all damaged goods. 

The most important question is how do we live a life when we are 
damaged? There are two approaches. The most common is to try and fix the 
damage — psychotherapy for mental damage, and physical regimes for body 
damage. Underlying this approach is the notion that we are not OK as we 
are, and there is some preferred state that we should aspire to. This 
approach can be helpful, but it carries dangerous undercurrents, and 
particularly the notion that we are not good enough as we are, and we are 
responsible in some way for the damage that has occurred. A more 
wholesome approach is self-compassion and the willingness to do what 
society would prohibit us to do — to acknowledge that our mental and 
physical state is the result of both reinforcing and destructive events in our 
lives. This is not self-pity, but just an impartial analysis. If you had an elder 
sibling who bullied you for most of your childhood then it is quite likely 
you may find yourself full of rage at times. The rage is not your fault — this 
is how life has shaped you. The idea that we can iron out this damage is 
ridiculous — it’s not going to happen. Acceptance of the fact that you are a 
conditioned being, more or less damaged by life, will bring a sense of relief. 
We can forget about the images of perfect people we see in the media — no 
such people exist in reality. Your rage, depression, physical impairment, 
financial struggles, and so on, are normal, because the so-called abnormal is 
actually normal. 

Ultimately life passes its sentence upon you the minute you are 
conceived — it sentences you to death. Life is not a benign force. It will use 
and abuse to get what it wants — namely that you survive long enough to 
rear the next generation. Be kind to yourself, because almost no one and 


nothing else is going to be. It is the height of politically incorrect behavior 
to say these things, but I’m of the impression that people who read this are 
past being politically correct. 

The assault that life makes upon each of us does serve a useful purpose, 
however. Depending on the intensity of the assault, and its duration, a 
person may eventually wake up to the reality of life and stop behaving like 
a dog around the dinner table waiting for scraps. When we come to realize 
that life operates in its own interests, and when we are sufficiently 
disappointed, so we might see through most of the tempting mirages life 
offers us, and focus more on our own inner well-being. It is ironical that the 
very things that might crush a person, are also the things that might be a 
catalyst for greater inner freedom. 


DEPRESSION IS LACK OF POWER 


Depression — to be pressed down. There are many causes of depression, but 
whatever the cause, depression is in the body. Chemical and hormonal 
imbalances can cause depression, and for some people even certain foods 
will cause it (gluten being a well-known cause in this respect). 

The common misunderstanding of depression is that it arises from 
“depressing thoughts”. Well, thoughts are just a mirror for the state of our 
bodies, which is why vigorous exercise and physical shocks such as a cold 
shower can reenergize the body and lift a person temporarily out of their 
depressed state. But activities of this nature are just palliatives, and do not 
get down to the root cause. 

Many people are depressed because of the way they have been 
conditioned by life. A bullying parent for example will depress the natural 
exuberance of a child, and since the body remembers, the resulting 
oppression will cause a depressed state. In other words the child will grow 
up in a conditioned state of repressed excitement, and this will be 
experienced as depression. 

It can of course work the other way around. A child can be conditioned 
by its parents in such a way as to believe that it is entitled, and when 
encounters with the larger world do not confer this entitlement so the adult 
will feel a diminishing of power, and possibly depression. 

Ultimately it is all about power — the power of our body to express itself 
naturally. The first impression here might be to assume that acting in a 


boisterous or aggressive manner is the way out of depression — but not so. 
Such behavior is then simply an artifice we construct as a response to an 
environment we are implicitly assuming to be hostile. Real power comes 
from understanding, but understanding is an expensive commodity and so 
most people will avoid it. 

What we need to understand is our own inner mechanism. This can only 
come from observation of our internal states, and we have to do this without 
judgement or the desire to change things. It sounds easy, but it is not. A 
depressed person will automatically judge their inner state, thus feeding it. 
This skill can be learned and eventually we get enough data to start 
understanding. 

Ultimately all emotional states derive from our need to be what we truly 
are. If we are inhibited in some way we may feel a “negative” emotion. On 
the other hand, if our expression is enhanced we will feel a “positive” 
emotion. At the most basic level it all relates back to our survival prospects. 
A bullied child we feel their survival is being threatened to some extent, 
and experience fear, anger, or possibly depression. 

The process of understanding slowly unties all the knots, but it’s a long 
process. The body slowly assumes more power, and specifically the power 
to express itself in a way that is natural to it. With this more liberated 
expression comes a diminishing of “negative” thoughts, since thought is 
simply the mirror of the state of the body. 

Once our mechanism is functioning more freely so we move on with 
our understanding to penetrate deeper levels of our existence, and we are no 
longer just dealing with the mundane emotional states but discover new 
ones that may be quite unfamiliar. 

Understanding is the key. In an age when people will seek almost any 
external remedy (meditation, chakra cleansing, medication, ideology, 
religion, ambitions etc), the real solution is to be found in understanding — 
but understanding is way too expensive for most. 


HOME ALONE 


Whether being alone is heaven or hell depends entirely on what you find 
within yourself when alone. For the majority of people being alone is quite 
unbearable, and they will indulge in almost any activity to avoid it. I 
deliberately use the word aloneness instead of loneliness because the two 


are quite different. Loneliness is a condition where we are starved of almost 
all contact with other people and some level of distress is implied. 
Aloneness is when we are alone with ourselves, and this can be either 
pleasurable or painful. 

Being alone is pleasurable if what is within us is pleasurable. The 
problem for many people is that they are full of “unfinished business” — 
wotries about money, anger, resentment, feelings of inadequacy, and so on. 
When they are alone these bubble up to the surface. Or they may have ideas 
and attitudes that are destructive in nature, and a lack of the usual 
distractions allows these ideas to multiply. So obviously the question is, 
how do we create a pleasant environment within ourselves so that aloneness 
is pleasant? Obviously, we need to address our unfinished business and we 
need to bring to the surface the ideas and attitudes that might leave us with 
no peace. There is no magic solution to this other than systematic work on 
our emotional nature and our ideas, and the key to this is understanding. 

No inner peace can be found while the desires and emotions are 
rampant, but with an effort to understand, the inner turmoil dies down and 
being alone can become the nearest thing to heaven. Eventually, we are able 
to carry this “aloneness” around with us, so that even when in a boisterous 
or unpleasant company we take delight in our own internal state. Ideally, we 
should be alone as much as possible, even when we are physically not 
alone. In this way, we maintain our inner composure and peace. This isn’t 
always possible, but it can become more commonplace the more we 
understand ourselves and the world. 


UNBEARABLE FREEDOM 


Freedom is simply lack of constraint. If we had no constraints placed upon 
us, either physical or psychological, then most of us would consider 
ourselves to be largely free. In reality we do have physical constraints. We 
cannot fly unaided, we cannot move from any A to B in an instant — and so 
on. But these things are minor compared with psychological freedom. Most 
of us are burdened with “should, could, would, must” and other feelings of 
obligation. We also load ourselves up with theories on just about everything 
— from how we should eat our food (32 chews) to why we should be 
“mindful”. It’s all such a burden — but we like it. 


We like surrounding ourselves with obligations, theories, beliefs and the 
like, because then we don’t have to bear the unbearable — freedom. While 
most people say they want to be free, their behavior would imply the exact 
opposite. They want to be swaddled in their favorite belief system, ideas 
about the things they should do and the things they shouldn’t do, notions of 
what is right and wrong, what is desirable and what is undesirable — and on 
and on. To drop all of these things takes great courage. Simply living 
moment to moment without a ton of baggage being dragged along is a very 
rare thing, and for most of us completely unbearable. 

It could be implied that freedom is a recipe for a chaotic life. We think 
this because of the false belief that our baggage gives life structure. We 
already know what to do — we eat, shit, sleep, drink, have sex, earn money, 
seek shelter, establish social content. Belief systems and other baggage are 
not needed to do these things, they are natural activities we indulge in 
because of what we are — no theories or belief systems needed. 

The other implication that some will be quick to grab hold of, is that 
freedom implies primitiveness. No so. Our minds like playing with ideas — 
mathematics, science, philosophy and the rest. We also indulge in aesthetic 
pleasures — music, art, literature. We can do all these things as long as we 
understand one thing — they are play. When asked what motivated him to 
write his divine music J.S. Bach answered that he did it to the Glory of God 
and for recreation. Forget about the “God” bit, but that he composed the 
most sublime music for recreation tells you one thing — he enjoyed it. We 
can enjoy things without them becoming a burden. 

It is a signature of our age that people are less able to bear freedom. 
They need health gurus, spiritual gurus, lifestyle gurus. Society is also 
increasingly keen to impose its rules of behavior — political correctness, 
politeness, work ethic. 

It is somewhat ironical that most people on a “search” will gravitate 
toward a system of thought that destroys freedom. In fact, many people 
want a guru because they cannot bear freedom and want to be told what to 
do. 

As always with things of this nature, there is a trap. To start thinking 
that we should be free is just another burden. There is nothing we need to 
do we are already free — if we can bear it. 


SPIRITUAL QUESTS - JUST PLEASURE SEEKING 


The word “spiritual” has almost no meaning, but since it is used by many 
people to indicate something extra to everyday life, I will use it to brand all 
such ambitions with the same iron. And let’s not forget that notions of 
spiritual work, spiritual progress, spiritual powers, and so on, are just 
another form of ambition. Most people embark upon such quests because 
they are dissatisfied with life. This dissatisfaction often derives from 
emotional pain. Of course, most people do not realize this, but life beats us 
all up is some way and the pain that results calls to be addressed. The most 
common method of relieving oneself from pain is to seek pleasure. Heroin 
addicts tend to be people with deep emotional pains which are temporarily 
relived through the ecstatic state that heroin brings about. Alcohol is 
another option, delivering oblivion in a low cost and socially accepted 
manner, provided alcoholism doesn’t result. It goes without saying that a 
person whose existence is largely pleasurable will not go seeking for 
pleasure. 

And so we come to spiritual quests. Someone who is dissatisfied with 
life, either because they are in pain, or because they read or heard 
somewhere that more pleasurable states are available, will often gravitate 
toward spiritual practices and traditions that promise increased pleasure. No 
one would seek a “spiritual” discipline that resulted in greater pain. People 
will endure pain if there is a promise of pleasure, but it would be a truly 
perverse person who practiced a spiritual discipline that only promised pain. 
Even Gurdjieff, the man who didn’t disguise that his methods would cause 
pain, promised an immortal soul at the end of the torment — a very good 
selling point. That spiritual quests might be nothing more than pleasure 
seeking is of course insulting to many people. But what else might they be 
after? 

It might be worth analyzing a few “spiritual” pursuits — going from the 
most shallow to the most esoteric. “The Secret” is hardly spiritual, but new 
age types are very often drawn to it. One just has to imagine a situation 
(more money, power, fame or whatever) and it will happen. It is pleasure 
seeking in its most explicit form, and the notion that the bounty of the 
universe is available simply by imagining it proved to be a very powerful 
idea — even if it is somewhat deranged. Then we have religion, and as an 
example we have the Christian Church of Abundance, a crass perversion of 


Biblical doctrine that is not wholly dissimilar from The Secret. People pray 
for stuff, seeing God as the big Santa Claus in the sky. After this it starts to 
get more subtle. People will meditate in the belief that meditation will yield 
serenity and deliver them from pain — pleasure seeking in other words. And 
I should add here that there is absolutely nothing wrong with pleasure 
seeking — all sentient creatures seek pleasure. But let’s not pretend that so 
called “spiritual” activities are anything but this. Moving on we get to 
traditions such as Buddhism, which is at least honest enough to proclaim 
that the aim is to escape suffering. 

As UG Krishnamurti says, all the so called spiritual pursuits have no 
greater inherent virtue than working to acquire money. Both have pleasure 
as their aim. It’s just that one is dishonest and the other isn’t. This is why I 
personally find business people more pleasant and more honest than so 
called “spiritual” people. Business people are just interested in money, 
because they believe that money will bring them pleasure, and most don’t 
try to disguise it. Spiritual people on the other hand — layers and layers of 
obfuscation. Abandon hope all ye who try to get a spiritual person to be 
honest. 

Finally a quote from Spinoza: 

... we see that it is particularly those who greedily covet fortune’s 
favours who are the readiest victims of superstition of every kind ... 


LOVE AND HATE - FOUR LETTER WORDS 


Describing hate as a four-letter word probably isn't going to shock too many 
people. It's not something we particularly desire to either be on the 
receiving end of or to be experiencing within ourselves. It's also not a 
pleasant emotion. But to label love as a four-letter word, well that's a little 
bit shocking, isn't it? You'll see the reasons for this shortly. As Spinoza said, 
our happiness depends on the nature of the thing that we love. Most of the 
things that we love are temporary, unreliable and of course, in the end, may 
cause us pain. But I'll get on to that later. 

Our central driver, the thing that defines us is our desire to survive. It 
doesn't matter how you dress it up, that's what most of our activity is geared 
towards; procreation through families and a family unit to make us feel 
more secure. We go chasing after money because we believe money can 
enhance our survival, giving us access to better quality medical care or 


food, but also for giving us many more options that we may need at some 
point in our lives. And so, this drive for survival, the conatus as it used to be 
called, pretty much drives everything, and we share this with the animals. 
This conatus creates two reactions in us. If we enhance our survival in some 
way, then we feel pleasure, and we feel more powerful. A million dollars in 
your bank is going to make you feel a little bit more potent than if you had 
nothing in your bank. The adoration of people around you is going to make 
you feel a bit more powerful because it's a life-enhancing thing. The 
recovery from an illness is a life-enhancing thing and will give you 
pleasure. Equally, things that diminish your prospects for survival, cause 
you to feel pain; so poor health, loss of money, rejection by people, the 
things that can make us feel diminished are endless. And thus, this survival 
instinct directly generates pleasure and pain according to whether we are 
enhanced or diminished in our prospects for survival. Now, when we feel 
pleasure it's usually because of something external, it’s rare that a person 
feels pleasure in their being, which is where we should all be going, but we 
don't, we go to external things. 

Let’s define love and hate. Love is pleasure associated with the idea of 
some external thing. When somebody says they love their Harley-Davidson, 
they're talking about the joy they get from sitting on the back of it and 
zooming down a freeway at 90 miles an hour. It's a direct experience of 
power. 

When someone says they love chocolate cake, they are saying they get 
pleasure from all the sugar and fats in the cake because their body, through 
millennia has sought those things. Of course, they are now too freely 
available and cause various problems with our eating habits and health. But 
we use this word love reasonably freely, and then we get to say that I love 
this person. If that kind of love is romantic love, then experience would 
indicate that it has a very, very high probability of turning into hate. But 
we'll get on to that later on too. 

Now let's turn to hate. Hate is pain associated with the idea of some 
external thing. If someone says you're a useless piece of crap - you're going 
to feel pain - particularly if it's somebody that pleased you previously. 
Someone, a loved one, a new partner say says to you in a fit of anger, you're 
a useless piece of crap. That's going to hurt you, that's going to cause a lot 
of pain. Which in turn will probably turn into hatred. Hatred is pain 
associated with the idea of an external object. We may hate having 


vaccinations because they cause pain in the body. We may hate cabbage. 
We may hate a particular kind of music because it gives us associations that 
we'd rather not have. The sources of pleasure and pain and by association 
love and hatred are infinite. This duality is how we live our lives, bouncing 
around between love and hate based on whether the things external to us 
reinforce us or diminish us. It's all very mechanical. Real love is the love of 
something within oneself. As the famous line in a song by some pop group 
says, "there's nothing out there worth fighting for." It's all inside. And again, 
as Spinoza says, the nature of our happiness or unhappiness depends 
entirely on the thing that we love. If you love something that's impermanent 
or unreliable, then you're likely to be disappointed at some time. It's just the 
nature of the game. You can decide that you want to play that game because 
you feel the payback is large enough, or you can say no I've had enough of 
that game, I'd prefer to seek something within myself rather than be 
dependent on external things. I should add that finding something within 
oneself doesn't mean you become some island with a fortress around it. It 
just means your attention is placed differently from the way it is usually set. 
We can still have relationships and enjoy the pleasures of life and suffer the 
pains of life but that's not the only thing we experience. We have something 
of our own. When talking about love, and I'd have to say that many of the 
people that I've associated with in various forms of work wouldn't even use 
the word love. They would consider it to be too misused for it to have any 
meaningful context. Because what people mean by love these days, 
particularly love between people is something like, this person reinforces 
me; therefore, I love them. They have the same opinions as me, and they 
like the same things as me, so they are reinforcing my view of life, my 
sense of power, and therefore I love them. Well, that's not love, that's just 
merely animal behavior, and it's going nowhere. And hatred is something 
that we would rather not accept in ourselves. One of the most common 
forms of hatred is envy. Envy is hatred or pain associated with someone 
else's good fortune. If somebody across the road from you, someone that 
maybe you don't particularly like, wins a million dollars, then you're going 
to experience envy. Because you want that, and you see somebody else 
that's got it, and it creates contrast. Pain and pleasure in their turn generate 
hate and love respectively. And we are thrown around between these two 
things on a constant on-going basis because we have nothing within us that 
is our own. So how to address this? 


Well, I remember a conversation once with someone who was leading a 
group, and he just came to the group and said, "why don't you tell me what 
you're passionate about?". People said various things. One person said he 
was passionate about sailing, he had a small boat and enjoyed sailing, and 
another was passionate about dancing, when it came to me I said I was 
passionate about cigars. And it's entirely correct I like cigars a lot, although 
I don't smoke them very much at all these days, I used to be very passionate 
about them. I knew all the brands and so on. And he listened to us all, and 
he said well you're all misguided because the only thing you should be 
passionate about is yourself. Well, I was a little bit shocked when I heard 
that because, of course, in our society, we're raised to believe that we need 
to be, how can I put it, selfless. Talking about being passionate about 
oneself seemed like an invitation to selfishness. And this is one of the 
problems that we have. We have picked up strange ideas along the way, one 
of them is that we need to identify with everything that's external to us and 
forget about what's internal. What does being passionate about oneself 
mean? Well, it says that we are primarily passionate about what we give our 
attention to, and I would suggest that the most valuable thing that you can 
give your attention to is a sense of your existence. Everything else is just 
playing nature's game. Nature has no interest in you or I or anyone realizing 
anything. Nature is concerned with numbers. You need to be concerned 
about you because no one and nothing else will be. You need to be 
passionate about how you invest your attention in life, and as much 
attention as possible should be given to your sense of being. That goes 
against nature, and so is difficult, but it’s the only way we get something of 
our own. Spinoza talked about the nature of God and that God was 
synonymous with existence. If you're going to love God, to use that word 
again, then you need to love existence, and the only way you get to love 
anything is by giving attention to it. In fact, for some, love and attention are 
very often considered to be equal things. So, there you have it. Our usual 
use of the word love is entirely meaningless; it just means that we derive 
pleasure from something. We hate the things that diminish us, and that can 
cause jealousy and hatred and derision and a whole pile of negative 
emotions that most of us are very familiar with. But love has acquired this 
sacred status, and most of the time love is nothing but the expression of 
pleasure. If you want to love something, love yourself. The way you love 


yourself is by giving attention to yourself because nothing and no one else 
is going to. 


ARE YOU INADEQUATE? 


Asking someone if they are inadequate is probably a good way of ensuring 
that you never see them again. It's certainly a fairly extreme thing to ask 
someone, so apologies if it seems a little bit rude. The inadequacy I'm going 
to be talking about here is not the usual one. What we usually think of as 
inadequate behavior is when someone cannot deal with life in a modestly 
successful way or maybe cannot deal with people successfully. That's the 
way we tend to measure if someone is adequate or inadequate. Well, 
Spinoza turns the whole thing on its head to some extent. His meaning of 
the term inadequate is much, much deeper. It took me a long, long time to 
understand what Spinoza meant by the terms adequate and inadequate, but 
now I look at it I see the depth of it. Let me quote from Part 3 of his Ethics. 
It's the first definition, and it says: 

“By an adequate cause, I mean a cause through which its effect can be 
clearly and distinctly perceived.” 

In other words what he's talking about is a one-to-one relationship 
between something happening and the cause of it happening. If you throw a 
brick at a window and the window smashes, that's a very adequate cause. 
You threw the brick, the window shattered. There is no debate as to why the 
window shattered, and you could argue your case to a policeman or a 
lawyer or a judge, and they wouldn't believe a word if they could see that 
you've thrown the brick. An excellent correlation between a cause and an 
effect. "By an adequate cause, I mean a cause through which its effect can 
be clearly and distinctly perceived." And then he goes on to say: 

“By an inadequate or partial cause, I mean a cause through which, by 
itself, its effect cannot be understood.” 

As an example imagine you see something happen, and it doesn't relate 
to the cause. I'll give you simple examples. You're kicking a ball against a 
wall, and suddenly there is a strong gust of wind, the ball hits a window, 
and the window smashes. Well, what was the cause of the window 
smashing? It was a mixture of two things; you kicking the ball and the wind 
blowing when it blew. The relationship between the window smashing and 
you kicking the ball isn't one-to-one. There are two causes involved in the 


window smashing. Spinoza would say that each of those is an inadequate 
cause because they are not the sole reason why the window smashed. Why 
is this of interest? Well, in his usual way Spinoza then goes on to unfold a 
considerable edifice of analysis around this based on how we behave. He 
talks about inadequate behavior and adequate behavior. Adequate behavior 
is when you are single-handedly the cause of something happening, either 
within you or outside. Let me give you an example of inadequate behavior, 
and then you'll probably see the gist of it. Say you are at your boss’s party, 
and he cracks a joke, and the joke isn't the least bit funny, but you feel very, 
very pressured to laugh, and so you laugh. Inside you're squirming. Where 
has that laugh come from? Well, in Spinoza's analysis you behaved 
inadequately because the reason for the laughter was not just you being 
amused, you weren't genuinely amused. There was an influence from your 
boss and your peers that made you internally feel pressured to laugh at the 
joke, so there were external influences that caused you to laugh and as such 
that behavior was inadequate. Now, inadequate sounds judgmental. It isn't 
judgmental. There is nothing judgmental in Spinoza which is one of the 
great things about it. He's merely saying that this happens. And, for a large 
part of your life, your behavior will be inadequate, but there is a twist in the 
tale that I'll get to at the end of this. Let me give you another example. Here 
I am writing a book. There is a certain amount of ambition associated with 
producing a book. If I didn't want anybody to read it, I wouldn't do it, and 
so there is some level of ambition. If after three weeks I looked at the sales 
and I saw zero I would feel somewhat disappointed. Why has that 
disappointment happened? Well, it happened because I had this ambition 
that other people were going to be interested in what I'm doing. When I find 
out they're not interested, then I experience this disappointment, a little 
blow to my ego. And that behavior, that disappointment is inadequate 
behavior because I'm depending on the people who read this to validate 
somehow the effort that I've put into producing it. I’m dependent on you to 
read this thing along with a reasonable number of people, although I don't 
expect tens of thousands of people to be interested in this. Most people 
want some mysterious thing about angels and fairies and whatever, but I 
would expect some people to be interested. 

Inadequate behavior is built into us, and it's primarily driven by the fact 
that we do not exist as a single entity all on our own in the universe. We are 
always affected by things outside of us, particularly other people's behavior, 


and this causes us to behave in an inadequate way. Can we act adequately? 
Yes. Well, there's a scale. Wholly inadequate behavior, for example, some 
obnoxious creep will be profoundly compromised because he or she has to 
behave in a way that is foreign to their nature. Nobody can be an obnoxious 
creep without suffering in some way, because they deny their inner reality. 
But an obnoxious creep who is saying yes sir, no sir, three bags full sir, all 
at the right times, is driven by external circumstances. In ordinary life, we 
would see someone who is successful in a large corporation as being very, 
very adequate - successful, car, big house, holiday home, maybe a small 
yacht or something, an attractive partner, two and a half kids going to good 
schools, and all the rest of it. And yet the reality is that that person may be 
wholly inadequate regarding how Spinoza talks about adequacy, because 
they are playing a role where he will have had to, or she will have had to 
commit acts of violence against themselves to achieve what they've 
accomplished. They not only commit acts of violence against other people, 
but they also commit these things against themselves. 

You can see that if external factors influence us, where the action does 
not come purely from us, it is inadequate. There are levels of inadequacy, 
and so we can get up to the point where you find someone who doesn't care 
all that much about what other people think of him or her. That's an 
adequate state. We need our own self-approval. Other people's approval 
doesn't matter. Well, how do we get that? I'll go into that in a moment but 
let me say that this is very, very similar to Gurdjieff's analysis of internal 
considering and external considering. With internal considering, we feel the 
pressure to behave in a certain way. With external considering, we, ina 
rational manner, look at the situation and say yes, I should do this. Back to 
the example of laughing at your boss’s joke. If you laugh at it because you 
feel pressured and you want to creep around the guy to get a promotion, and 
you experience that pressure, then that is inadequate behavior because your 
laugh isn't coming from your genuine inner state, its coming because of the 
influence of other people. But, Gurdjieff also talks about external 
considering. External considering is when you look at a situation 
impartially. You may be in the same position with the boss, and you may 
say to yourself, I'm going to laugh at all his jokes or her jokes because this 
will get me a promotion. Whenever the boss tells a joke, you laugh more 
than anybody else, and you say to yourself this is what I'm going to do to 
get a promotion. You feel no inner pressure. It's a reasoned decision to do 


that. This is why Spinoza is talking about reason all the time, because 
reason allows us to behave in a manner that's internally consistent, instead 
of being always pressured by outside influences. 

How do we deal with all of this? Well, I go back to the thing that I 
always talk about which probably most people find boring by now, but it's 
essential. We need to notice ourselves during the day on a reasonably 
frequent basis, and we need to see how we're feeling. If we're in a situation 
with some people and we're feeling pressured, then observe it. Don't try and 
do anything about it. And why should you try and do anything about it? The 
way you're feeling is your authentic response to the situation. To mess 
around with it because you have some idea of how you might want to 
behave is inauthentic. If you're with people, you feel pressured, let's say 
they're drinking heavily and you feel compelled to drink heavily, then 
observe that pressure. It doesn't mean you have to go on and kill yourself 
through alcohol poisoning, but see the pressure that you're experiencing, 
don't judge it. It would be very easy to identify some negative statement 
with the word inadequate, but being inadequate is how we are most of the 
time. You observe it, and then you try and understand it, and eventually, you 
may find a way to diminish these feelings of being inadequate or the 
situations where you behave inadequately, and act more rationally. The 
behavior on the outside may be precisely the same, you still laugh at your 
boss’s joke, but the bottom line is that you're doing it for a different reason. 
You're not doing it because you feel pressured, you're doing it because 
you've reasoned that that is what you need to do. In that circumstance it’s 
because you want to get a promotion, maybe you don't want to get a 
promotion, in which case you can choose to avoid him. The thing with all 
of this is that we never, ever try and change our behavior. No part of you 
has the wisdom and intelligence to be able to modify your behavior. You 
observe what's going on, and the observation will eventually give you some 
insights and set you free. 

I said that we will always be inadequate in most situations in our life 
but, here's the twist: We can deal with our inadequacy adequately, because 
the observation that you make of your inadequacy is an adequate response 
to it, it comes wholly from you. That's beautiful, isn't it? 


GRATIFICATION JUNKIES 


OK, this is where I could lose my readers. You owe me nothing, and I owe 
you nothing in truth. So, the title says it all ‘Gratification Junkies.’ We're all 
gratification junkies until we realize something fairly important, and I'll say 
what that is near the end. But I want to go through the way most people, 
including myself, approach the whole thing of trying to be happy, trying to 
find peace, inner peace or whatever. 

Let's consider the state of the world. Right now, about a third of the 
people on the planet are hungry or starving; they're malnourished or 
starving. It's one in three, so it’s not insignificant. If it was one in twenty, 
you might be more inclined to dismiss it somewhat, but it's one in three. In 
the UK for example, four million kids are known to be undernourished, and 
six million families live below the poverty line. It's starting to qualify as a 
third world country. And then you look at people's lives. Lots of people 
right now are ill from cancer, from heart disease, from neurological 
disorders - Alzheimer's for example. This situation is the reality of our life. 
It’s the reality we'd rather not see because it's painful, and we are pain 
avoiding creatures. And this facility within us that goes searching towards 
pleasure and avoiding pain means that we are forever blindfolded. We can't 
just stand back and look at the whole scenario and say, ‘well what is all this 
about?’. As Schopenhauer says, if this planet was not designed for pain then 
it was the most ill-conceived thing possible. With that kind of background, 
it’s not surprising that most people go looking for some form of 
gratification. And those forms of gratification can be fairly sophisticated. 
It’s a strange thing that while most people are desperately trying to keep 
everything together, to earn enough money for the next meal, to maintain 
shelter over their heads, the whole effort is becoming more difficult. 
Because wealth, as you know, is more and more concentrated in fewer and 
fewer hands. In the UK the number of families who find it hard to stay in 
their homes is increasing very rapidly, as it is in the United States and 
elsewhere. People who are focused on that kind of thing don't have a lot of 
time to think about “Oh wouldn't it be nice to go white water rafting in 
Peru” or something like that. No, no they're concerned with what they have 
got to eat tomorrow, and can I pay the rent this month, or those kinds of 
things. Or little Johnny's got some disease, and we haven't got the money to 
pay for his medicine. Those are the things that concern them. All this 
behavior is the will-to-life manifesting through human beings, and the 
intelligence within us serves that will-to-life by whatever means possible. If 


it means theft, if it means any crime to survive, any craftiness, any deceit, 
then we will do it to continue to survive. Most people, in actual fact, are 
busy with that. There are even people who are in fairly prosperous societies, 
who are still quite poor, so they're concerned with that. And people who are 
fortunate, who have enough money to indulge their whims and wishes are 
still unhappy. Now they're not going to look back every time they buy some 
cheap piece of clothing and think “Oh well, some poor kids in some sweat 
factory in wherever, Indonesia or somewhere, have been paid a dollar a day 
to make this.” Or every time you get the next gadget - you don't think about 
those things. We conveniently forget them. Why? Because we like all that 
stuff that's cheap. We conveniently forget that it's cheap because other 
people have sold their labor. Sold their time into slavery for a pittance so 
that we can get those things. Anyway, we choose not to remember all those 
things. 

Let's talk about the people who are relatively affluent and go searching 
for some meaning. There's some character who runs a website called “The 
Fuck It Way,’ which is reasonably popular. And he points out that 99% of 
our DNA is the same as that of bananas. We are meaning-seeking bananas 
from a genetic point of view anyway. The main route that people take to get 
some gratification is through stuff. They'll buy stuff, the new 52-inch 
plasma TV, new car, new house, new gadget, new dress, new shirts, 
whatever, new stuff, something that basically distracts them and pleases 
them for a short space of time, and they will then go and sell their labor for 
the rest of the week to buy all that stuff. The most insidious one is pointed 
out in the book ‘Sapiens’ by Yuval Noah Harari, which is a brilliant book, 
and he points out that now it isn't just stuff, it’s what he calls romantic 
materialism - traveling to someplace that not many people may go to, 
traditionally anyway. Somewhere in Africa, somewhere in Southeast Asia, 
somewhere in South America, white water rafting holidays in Peru, Safaris 
in Africa and so on. These people believe that these things will gratify them 
and maybe they do for a period, but it isn't permanent because the following 
year they want to go and do the whole thing all over again somewhere else, 
the new promise of paradise and nirvana, some experience in some place 
that is new and unusual. Romantic materialism is the belief that experiences 
can fill this void that most people, particularly people with time on their 
hands, experience. 


Then we get the good old spiritual search in one shape or another. First 
of all, I'm going to talk about the thing that is really most popular right now, 
it's the importing of Buddhism to the West, or some of the ideas anyway, 
and central here are notions like being in the present, self-remembering, 
mindfulness, all these things that somehow are supposed to bring us some 
gratification. We wouldn't do it otherwise. Why would someone want to 
make an effort to be mindful while they're preparing their vegetables, which 
is the typical sort of thing? Why would they bother to do that if they weren't 
looking for some gratification? And so, our poor little egos, the egos of 
people who have too much money and too much time on their hands, their 
little egos dimly aware of the fact that one day the party's going to stop, are 
looking for some validation. Some validation that they're not some 
temporary phenomenon that will disappear off the face of the planet, and 
not just the face of the earth but disappear from the universe at some point 
in time. They're driven to seek meaning in this whole Buddhist thing, and I 
don't doubt that right back when Buddha did his thing, there was real 
meaning and power in all of that, real, not just gratification. But nowadays 
the market for this is relatively well healed middle-class people who have 
got everything; the will-to-life is satisfied, they're still not happy, so they 
need to find something that gives them some fulfillment. Now Plato said 
that focusing on the present was a total waste of time. Why? Because there 
is no present. We are continual becoming. We are not a thing; we are 
becoming. The minute you try and focus on the present its gone. Same with 
mindfulness. There was an interesting thing that would often take place in 
various groups and schools with which I've been involved. People would try 
to practice some mindfulness, self-remembering, or whatever and it was a 
common observation that the more they did this, the less they were present. 
The answer to that riddle is that by practicing something like self- 
remembering, or mindfulness or being present, you are trying to satisfy a 
desire. Desires are the essence of the whole issue, the entire problem, but 
more on that in a moment. We've got the import from the East, Buddhism, 
which is all nice and neat and orderly, all the kinds of things that the ego 
likes. And then we've got the Christian religion that has degenerated into 
praying to God and Jesus for stuff, the ‘Church of Abundance.’ And then 
we've got the spiritual New-Age type stuff. Chakras and astral bodies. As 
someone once said to me, even if all this stuff was true, even if we had an 
astral body, even if we could play with our Chakras in some way, how long 


do you think that would satisfy people? Well, it wouldn't. They'd get fed up 
with it; they'd be looking for something new. Flying around the universe in 
your astral body would gratify you for, well, maybe a few months. Once 
you've been to a few galaxies and seen that they're pretty much, all the 
same, you'd grow tired of it, and you'd be looking for the next thing, 
whatever the next thing might be. All these attempts to gratify, to get some 
kick-back from efforts are miss-guided. The reason they're miss-guided, 
hopefully, you will see in one minute. I'm going to quote here from the Tao 
Te Ching which is a wonderful work. I don't think people read it if they did 
it would upset them a great deal. In the very first verse it says: Empty of 
desire, perceive mystery - filled with desire, perceive manifestations. In 
other words, the only true way, if you can call it that, is no way, because 
there would be no desire associated with it. If you want to deal with desires, 
then you have to open your eyes and look at the world and decide whether 
the goodies that are on offer are worth the effort. And you have to look at 
the state that most creatures, including human beings, live in. Is this a place 
where you really ought to be trying to find some gratification? Because I 
can assure you there is no gratification in stuff. It doesn't matter whether its 
climbing Everest or whether it is buying the latest gadget, there is no 
permanent gratification to be had there. All gratification is the outcome of 
pursuing a desire. The gratifications are always temporary, and once you've 
satisfied one desire, then there will be a thousand in its place. They breed 
like rabbits. Desires are the things you need to deal with. That's terrible 
news for people who are searching because the search itself comes from a 
desire. As the Buddha said, seeking to diminish desires would only result in 
more suffering because that too is a desire. The only thing that will 
extinguish desire is looking at reality, seeing it for what it is and deciding 
that there is nothing worth desiring. How many people are going to do that? 
Almost none. 


INNER PEACE - TOO EXPENSIVE FOR MOST 


How much are you willing to pay for inner peace? I guarantee that by the 
end of this section you will be of the opinion that the price is too high. The 
spiritual self-help market is a multi-billion-dollar market. It's enormous 
because many people are not all that happy. The reasons for unhappiness 
vary, and it seems there are plenty of people saying exactly what's wrong. 


They're producing diagnoses of man's condition, but how many people out 
there have got a solution for it? Well, almost none. I want to talk about one 
of the more naive approaches before I get on to the real meat. This more 
Naive approach is meditation, and again here is a huge multi-billion dollar 
industry. There are people selling meditation techniques, courses, books and 
a large market of people who are ready to consume them because again, 
they're not happy. Well, what are they looking for when they take on board 
a meditation practice? In the main what people are looking for is some inner 
peace, some rest from the turmoil that is going on inside their mind and 
their emotions. Will meditation give you that? Well, here's the rub - if you 
sit in meditation for half an hour or more, and you've been doing it for a 
while, then certainly the inner chaos will calm down, and you'll experience 
some degree of peace. It's relative, not complete peace. People think they 
can stop their thoughts, but actually, you can't stop your thoughts. You can 
calm them down but not stop them. People liken the meditation process to 
some mixture of water and mud. When you let the bottle or container that's 
got this mixture in it stand it for a while, then the mud will sink to the 
bottom, and you'll get clearer water at the top. That's an excellent analogy, 
but the dirt is still there, it may be at the bottom, but it's is still there. 
Meditation will give you this, maybe, you will get to the point where you 
get some physiological effects, the release of serotonin is one of those, and 
endorphins another. It’s just like eating chocolate; it makes you feel good 
for a while. The problem is that within 10 minutes of coming out of your 
meditation, you'll be feeling harassed, on edge and anxious again, or 
whatever emotions were bothering you before you went into meditation. 
Meditation is not a solution for most people - in fact, for virtually all people 
if they are looking for inner peace. Of course, we see all the glossy 
advertising with people sat in the lotus position looking as though they are 
in Nirvana. Are they there? No, they're irritated by the guy who's taking a 
photograph, wishing that he'd do the shot that he's happy with or whatever. 
If you decide that you want to meditate all the time, if you've got the luxury 
of sitting there half the day, you'll find in the end, that meditating too much 
is like lying in your excrement. It’s difficult to express, but it gets messy, 
which is the only word I can use. How do we get inner peace, some inner 
silence? Well, the reason you don't have peace, peace of mind and inner 
calm is that you have desires. And there's an excellent book by a character 
called Valentin Tomberg, who wrote ‘Meditations on The Tarot.’ Now, this 


isn't the usual use of tarot, for fortune telling, saying what is going to 
happen to someone in the future or anything like that, this book is a 
profound book. In the very first chapter in the book, he states that all the 
saints and all the great mystics agreed on one thing. Meditation is of no use 
until the desires have been calmed. Then we say, ‘well how do we calm the 
desires?’ Let's clarify what desires are. You know you have desires that 
arise from your body - thirst, hunger, sex, sleep, and you have desires that 
are stimulated by your imagination, excessive money, the next holiday is 
going to be the best one you've ever had, material things, a nice big car. 
Desires pretty well all stem from the will-to-life, the need to survive. I'm 
not going to go into that here; I've covered it in other areas. But, all these 
desires, while they're active, are going to drive you and they will not leave 
you with any peace of mind. Desires are like a tyrant, they'll keep pushing 
you, and they will keep you engaged in life and chasing things because 
every desire implies lack. If you're thirsty you lack water, so you go and get 
water. If you want a nice big new car, then it implies that you are not 
satisfied with the vehicle you have at the moment. Desire means a lack of 
satisfaction, so cravings are always in a sense painful because they come 
from a sense of lack. 

Now, one of the best people to comment on this is Arthur 
Schopenhauer. Near to the very end of his great work, “The World as Will 
and Representation’, there is a chapter called ‘On the Doctrine of the Denial 
of the Will-to-life.’ Sounds fairly dramatic, doesn't it? Well it is dramatic, 
because what he's saying is that until the driver within you, that drives you 
to get more money, get a better car, go on a better holiday, eat better food, 
or whatever it is that is floating your boat - until the thing that is within you 
that is pushing all of that turns around and looks at itself and says ‘this is all 
futile’ - until we understand the desires you will never have any peace. Now 
obviously this is a big thing, and I did say at the beginning of this that the 
price for real peace is very, very high and it's so high that most people will 
not be willing to pay it, they would sooner suffer. What is implied in all of 
this, is that we move to a straightforward form of life, because 
Schopenhauer's chapter on the ‘Denial of the Will-to-life’ isn't about 
suicide, he considers suicide to be useless, and it is useless. What he's 
talking about is realizing that all the things that you go chasing after, social 
prestige, fame, money, pleasures, those kinds of things, are ultimately futile, 
they bring you nothing. How many people can realize that? Well very, very 


few. What will happen is that the people who've become reasonably affluent 
will think that they can buy peace of mind. That is just one of the funniest 
things, and it is tragic as well. But it's so funny that people treat peace of 
mind like just another thing they can purchase - they can pay a couple of 
thousand dollars somewhere for a meditation course and go and buy peace 
of mind. That thing that is driving them to do that is the very same thing 
that is causing their problems, their lack of peace of mind. Inner silence 
cannot come about until something within a person has looked at life and 
decided that the usual pursuits are utterly and entirely futile. 

This is where the great Spinoza says in the first few sentences of one of 
his works called ‘The Improvement of the Understanding,’ 

"... experience has taught me that all the usual surroundings of social 
life are vain and futile.” 

These are fairly strong words, aren't they? Vain and futile. He describes 
how for a while he tried to have his cake and eat it, to keep engaged in 
ordinary life and usual social stuff, the ordinary ambitions, and he found 
that actually, it wasn't possible to maintain the conventional type of life 
driven by desires for luxury, for fame, for whatever. He says in this 
particular work of his that, in the end, he had to devote himself wholly to 
the work that he'd set himself. There's a price you have to pay. This is a 
substantial existential challenge for an individual, and it isn't some pretty 
thing that happens in a nice wooden-floored meditation hall full of middle- 
class people who have paid their $2000 for a meditation course. It doesn't 
happen like that; it's a very personal thing. Unless a man is utterly 
disappointed with his life, he cannot do the kind of work that we are talking 
about. If you want inner peace and silence, then you have to seriously start 
reflecting on the nature of life and your life with total honesty, and it's not 
pretty. Eventually, you will reach that state of disillusionment, and this is a 
dangerous place to be of course, because there's nothing at that point that is 
going to replace that disillusionment. The thing that replaces it is something 
you have to wait for. In the Christian religion, they call it grace. Spinoza 
isn't one really to talk about his own experiences very much, but he does 
give a little bit away in the Improvement of the Understanding. He said that 
life had taught him that all the usual surroundings of social life are vain and 
futile - you can imagine the disappointment he must have felt to arrive at 
that. He'd had a go at that and found it all reasonably useless. The irony is 
that once this process has taken place, once someone has seen through life 


so to speak, they don't need to meditate unless it's for a specific purpose. 
There are reasons why people meditate other than to try and achieve some 
state of calm - for particular aims. But, you know the general idea of 
meditation that you sit, and you calm things down, and yes things do 
sometimes calm down, but as I've said before, the mud is still at the bottom 
of the jar. If you sit for 20 minutes then dirt settles down to the bottom, yet 
as soon as you come out of your meditation the whole thing gets shaken up 
again, and you're back to square one. The price of inner peace, silence, and 
contentment is way too high for most people to pay, they would sooner 
have their misery. And that is the way it has always been, and that is the 
way it will remain. 


ACTIVE OR PASSIVE 


At the very heart of Spinoza’s philosophy is the notion of active and passive 
states. The word “act” and its derivatives (action, acting, activity) are 
crucial to Spinoza since it indicates a state where a person is operating from 
their initiative instead of being a passive responder to events. Ultimately it 
is a question of whether we allow events and things to have power over us, 
or whether we have control over them. 

As I’ve mentioned many times the fundamental driver of all sentient 
beings is the desire to persist in existence — or the survival drive. When our 
survival is more assured we are happy — it’s as simple as that. When it is 
under threat in even the most indirect way, we feel unhappy. And power is 
another critical element in Spinoza’s philosophy, so much so that he equates 
it with virtue. The more power a person has to persist in their existence, the 
more virtue they have. However please do not confuse “persist in 
existence” simply with the act of staying alive. More than this he means to 
be what we are. 

Having said these things I want to focus on this notion of “acting” — of 
being active. We are active when we deliberately process and try to 
understand our interactions with the world. We are passive when there is no 
such inner process, and we merely respond automatically. An example will 
clarify. 

Let’s say you were expecting a promotion at work, but someone else got 
it. The chances are that this will make you feel diminished, unhappy — or to 
use the technical term, pissed off. Most of us will feel miserable to some 


extent. Maybe we start to complain about the boss and say derogatory 
things about the person who got the promotion. Our inner state just reacts 
automatically, and perhaps we become depressed or fly into a rage. Either 
way, there is no active mentation taking place, just a response to events that 
have not gone our way. We are passive, with no inner power to understand. 

There is another way of dealing with a situation like this. First of all, we 
can look at our feeling of disappointment. Yes, of course, we are going to 
feel disappointed. A better job with more money automatically registers 
within us as better survival prospects. The sense of loss will subconsciously 
cause feelings of loss to arise. But we can look at it, reason and understand 
— “T feel diminished because my survival prospects have not been enhanced 
in the way I expected.” It sounds a bit mechanical, but this is the sort of 
analysis that needs to take place. Acting in this way the mind becomes 
active — it has more power, and this inner activity will bring about a certain 
amount of pleasure. We can then go on to look at the fact that we became 
unhappy because at that moment in time there was going to be absolutely 
no other response. We do not have free will, and so there is no reason for 
regret or remorse. 

I’m trying to explain in less than a thousand words what takes years to 
understand and master. However, hopefully, you get the gist. In any 
situation, we can either be active or passive. 

The Stoics had a similar philosophy, and Spinoza was influenced by 
them. But the essence of the whole thing is to use reason and understanding 
in situations where we would otherwise be passive — and suffer. 

The reason for doing this kind of work is to reduce suffering and take 
pleasure in our inner power. If a person is happy to be passive in life and to 
suffer accordingly, then there is no reason to consider becoming active at 
all. 


WHAT ARE YOU PROTECTING? 


I’ve had quite a lot of experience running groups and seminars (business 
related), and being part of a group. In such a setting people invariably 
become very defensive, and typically unwilling to share experiences or 
contribute ideas. It’s like they are still at school with a teacher that 
humiliates anyone who gets the answers to teacher’s questions wrong. Such 
humiliation is clearly diminishing, making a person feel inferior to others. 


We all grow up protecting our ego, and if necessary will do so through 
violence. The opinions of others are so important to most of us that we 
would rather do anything than look a fool or inadequate in some way. I saw 
a picture of someone who had collapsed in a Parisian street, and of course 
no one came to his aid. Someone said that he probably wouldn’t help either 
because it could be a mime. So let’s pretend it is a mime, and you get 
suckered in. The mime makes you look like some gullible fool. Does it 
matter? If it does this says something about you, and specifically that you 
are highly dependent on other people’s opinions. This is slavery. 

The alternative to this form of slavery is to have a sense of inner 
validation that is not dependent on external events or other people’s 
opinions. How do we get such inner validation? Only through 
understanding. We need to understand why we and others are so desperate 
for each others’ approval. Looking gullible diminishes the survival 
intelligence of a person in other people’s eyes. And we may feel the same 
way about ourselves. The odd thing is, that by understanding these 
dynamics in great detail, they become less compelling. It’s a bit like 
understanding that a thunderstorm is not the anger of the Gods but an 
electrical discharge. The understanding diminishes the dread of 
thunderstorms. 

It is quite possible to acquire such a sense of inner approval through 
understanding, such that the opinions of others matter less and less. This 
does not mean we become reckless and deliberately do things to diminish 
our standing in other peoples’ eyes. They are machines, as we all are, and 
need to be treated as such. If it is important that you look good in 
someone’s eyes then do what is necessary — but do it consciously, and not as 
a slave. Gurdjieff encapsulated all this through his concepts of internal and 
external considering — explained in great detail in Chapter 8 of In Search of 
the Miraculous. 

The most powerful person on Earth is the one who has nothing to lose. 
If you want an excellent example, then the meeting between Alexander the 
Great and Diogenes is a classic. Alexander was the most powerful man on 
Earth, but having heard of Diogenes’ wisdom he paid him a visit. Diogenes 
had nothing other than a blanket and a small bag of food. He slept wherever 
he could. Alexander asked if there was anything he could do for Diogenes. 
In return Diogenes simply asked that Alexander move to one side because 
he was casting a shadow. 


I think most of us, if paid a visit by today’s equivalent of Alexander the 
Great, would fall into all kinds of fawning and groveling behavior. 

While a person believes they have something to lose they will be a slave 
to the opinions of others. Through long-term, intense work it is quite 
possible to manipulate the opinions of others to one’s own advantage if 
needed. Otherwise we simply don’t give a fuck. 


THE HAPPINESS POLICE 


Even as a child I would wonder why it was so important to smile on 
photographs. Why wasn’t my everyday expression acceptable? Why did we 
have to pretend to the world that we were the happiest family on planet 
Earth? And then when I got older, and particularly when I was at university, 
it became mandatory to have a “good time” with alcohol and to feign 
immeasurable happiness. In married life it was absolutely essential to smile 
on photos when on holiday, at a social event, or any other occasion for that 
matter — even a funeral. 

Ask the average person in the street how things are going and they are 
likely to say “great” — or some such thing. And they will say this even if 
they have just learned they have cancer, have become bankrupt, or if their 
partner has run off with their personal trainer (they might be telling the truth 
in such an instance). 

There is huge pressure on people to give an outward show of happiness 
— the smile, ecstatic holiday photos, mates having a good laugh — and so on. 
Of course, there is no criticism here of genuine jollity, but this need to 
portray to the world that we are ecstatically happy people is debilitating. 

The reason you will be put under massive pressure to appear to be 
happy is simple. You are not allowed to reflect how people really feel, 
because most people are in pain and they will not thank you for reminding 
them of it. You will be called a “miserable git”, a “party pooper”, “party 
skunk”, “miserable bastard” — and so on. In reality you may be perfectly 
happy, but this isn’t the point. You are a miserable git if you don’t join in 
with the phony pretense that life is just one big ball, because you remind 
others of their true “miserable git” inner state. If someone calls you a 
miserable bastard you can be assured that they are the miserable ones. They 
just cannot bear to be reminded of it. 


As with all things of this nature, it needs to be understood and handled 
appropriately. I’m quite happy to smile on a photograph if asked (and i do 
need to be asked). For two seconds I look like a cheshire cat, after which I 
resort to my bulldog chewing a wasp expression. I understand why people 
want others to look happy, and I understand why they can get quite 
aggressive if a person doesn’t play along. I will do the smiling thing for 
family and close friends. I will not do it for anyone else unless they are 
going to give me a large amount of money. In effect I will tell them to go 
away and leave me alone, and go play at happy chappies somewhere else. 

We have to deal intelligently with the happiness police. Sometimes it is 
important to obey them, simply so we can have some form of family and 
social life. At other times we can ignore them with impunity, even if they 
become offended beyond measure. 

As always, the decision to acquiesce to the implied demand to look 
happy, or our decision to remain true to our inner feelings and tell the 
happiness police to go fuck themselves, both come at a price. We just have 
to be intelligent about how much we want to pay. 


IS COMPASSION JUST SELF-INTEREST? 


Why do human beings have a predisposition to compassion? It seems fairly 
unique and doesn’t manifest in the animal world. People do pick out 
instances that have been caught on camera where one animal seems to be 
helping another, but in the main the world of animals has been described as 
a carnival of carnage, and there seems to be no compassion displayed by the 
vast majority of creatures as they consume another while it is still alive. 

I think we all understand what is meant by compassion. When one 
human being empathizes with the suffering of another and possibly makes 
efforts to reduce the suffering of the other, we would probably consider that 
to be an act of compassion. And of course compassion often extends to 
sentient creatures other than human beings. 

I’ve come across two explanations of compassion that seem to make 
some sense. One is cold and analytical, and the other calls us to accept that 
compassion is a quality of character. The analytical approach is taken by 
Spinoza, and while I have often found it difficult to accept the aloofness of 
his analysis I actually think he is correct. The other is that of Schopenhauer, 


who sees compassion as a quality that depends on the character of the 
individual. I’ concentrate on Spinoza’s analysis. 

For Spinoza the body is where our powers reside. Even what we 
consider to be “thought” is a feature of the body. By thought he means 
language and images. The images we form in our mind affect the body and 
are part of the body. And so when we imagine something life threatening 
our body responds accordingly — some level of fear and apprehension 
maybe. This notion of “images” is very important to Spinoza, since an 
image is part of the body and affects the body. So when we see a creature in 
distress our brain forms an image that affects our body. The image is life 
diminishing and as such affects our own emotional state. This is 
compassion — an emotional state brought about by the image of another 
creature suffering that makes us feel diminished. As such, all compassion is 
an attempt to rectify our own pain. 

Most people do not become distraught if they accidentally step on an 
ant. However if ants resembled tiny human beings the response might be 
quite different. For compassion to arise the creature that is suffering must 
have some resemblance to us, otherwise the image the mind forms would 
not make us feel diminished in some way. Animals with big, brown, round 
eyes evoke a compassionate response because they remind us of ourselves. 
The eye of a snake doesn’t really do it. 

I have to admit that I have resisted Spinoza’s analysis, but I cannot deny 
the logic of it. All compassion is an attempt to reduce the suffering of a 
creature that reminds us of ourselves, and as such is an attempt to reduce 
our own pain. 


INSANITY IS A FIXED IDEA 


The saying that insanity is a fixed idea, or having a fixed idea, is an 
absolutely 100% accurate metric for any of us to determine how sane we 
are at any particular moment in time. 

Now in our society, we're expected to be consistent, whatever consistent 
might mean. So, for example, you may always like going to a particular 
restaurant, and you may at some point kid yourself that you like going to 
this restaurant just to be consistent. You may get a shower every morning 
and just to be consistent, you may insist that you get a shower every 
morning, even though sometimes you may not want to. These are trivial 


things, more importantly, we assume ideas that are damaging when they 
become consistent. For example, I may say to myself that I believe in a 
certain religious or spiritual practice. Say that practice is only eating a very 
small amount whenever I have a meal, just because I believe that for some 
reason it is a good practice, even though possibly my body might suffer. I 
continue with that, and my body maybe suffers, so part of me starts yelling 
out inside that I need more food, but no, I persist with the idea that I shall 
eat very, very small portions of food, maybe just a few spoonfuls because I 
read somewhere that this is very good, a very good spiritual practice. Or I 
may have read that not expressing negative emotions is a very good idea. I 
persist with this notion of not expressing my anger, or fear, or hatred, or 
derision, or envy, and hey, guess what? Within a week and maybe not even 
that long, you're like a bomb ready to go off. But even so, you've adopted 
the idea, a fixed idea, on how you should behave in every circumstance and 
you go along with it. On the example of not expressing negative emotions, I 
once was told a very, very funny story. I'm not going to mention names, but 
the people concerned were two people who are very well known, they've 
written books, and one of them was a lady who was very independently 
spirited. Nobody could really tell her to do anything she just went her own 
way and this annoyed a lot of other people. And the other person was a guy, 
again, a very well known person, who just felt that things should be done 
exactly how his teacher had indicated that they should be done. And so this 
lady annoyed the crap out of him. And one day he just blew up and 
screamed at this woman, ‘you fucking bitch.' These are legendary people in 
a well known spiritual movement, no expression of negative emotions - and 
it just came out like a volcanic explosion because he'd been building the 
whole thing up. 

Back to the main point of not expressing negative emotions.Any fixed 
idea we might have about our behavior is actually a sign of insanity. Your 
body and your emotions are always true. You have no need to do anything 
with them. Your body reacts to the environment in the right way, it knows 
how to walk, it knows how to eat a meal, it knows how to laugh when 
you're amused, it knows how to do a million things, and it will just do them. 
And your emotions, in any circumstance, give you a true picture or a true 
representation of how you have reacted to life. So if someone insults you, 
you may feel angry, if someone says something very nice about you, you 
may feel flattered and so on. And the emotions are just a real-time 


barometer of how life is interacting with you. You have no reason to do 
anything with these things other than watch them. Do not interfere. 

Interference is insanity; it's the pretense that your mind somehow knows 
better, that somehow it knows how you should react in a more appropriate 
manner to life circumstances. Your body already knows that your mind 
doesn't. Your mind is full of nonsense, stuff you've picked up from spiritual 
schools, from reading books, from what your mother told you, or your 
school teachers, and this conditions how you react to life, it's not your 
genuine reaction. Now it sounds like we can, by an act of will almost, stop 
all this inner dialogue and nonsense, all these little rules and modes 
behavior or ideas of behavior that we have and drop them. But it's not quite 
so easy because they've been there in there a long time, they're programmed 
in. Of course, what you'll start saying to yourself is 'I should not have these 
modes of behavior.’ And guess what? Another little rule. So moving from 
the way we usually deal with life, which is very often through our heads, to 
react to life in a spontaneous way, to be part of life, is not an easy thing. But 
it can be achieved. And it's achieved typically through a process of 
observation. I've mentioned this in other places, that observation without 
judgment, without any attempt to change what's going on, is your key to 
freedom. Anything else, any egotistical interference in how your body and 
emotions are reacting to life are potentially a route to insanity - at least a 
route to mental illness, depression, or anxiety. What is depression? It's 
being 'depressed,' being constrained, contained. I knew someone who was 
very depressed. They had a form of compulsive behavior where everything 
around them had to be perfectly neat. It was childhood conditioning. And 
life very often doesn't want everything around us to be perfectly neat. And 
she just couldn't cope with this and as a result was very depressed. 

The notion of just letting life flow within us as it wants to flow is very 
alien to people in the West. Not so alien to people in the East. And in fact, 
the Tao Te Ching and Taoism generally are all about that, about just letting 
the whole thing flow. But again there we go, we've got another little rule, 
now 'T am going to let life flow,’ and if you rigorously try to enforce that 
rule from your head, then you will end up being unhappy. All these rules do 
is make us unhappy. It's one of the reasons why many of the religions are in 
reality very, very cruel things, particularly in the West. They impose ideas 
on us as to how we should behave in life. Those ideas then suppress our 
natural behavior; when we should be happy, when we should be sad, when 


we should be angry, when we should love, when we should hate - all these 
rules, such as ‘love your neighbor as yourself.’ - well, if you can do that, I 
will come and bow down before you on my knees. That is a commandment 
that is largely meaningless to us, and trying to do it because you've been 
told to do it just will not work. You will end up just feeling like crap 
because you can't do it. So forget about all that conditioning. The key to the 
whole thing, to your inner freedom, is to observe. And if the observation 
becomes an idea, as opposed to a practice, then you have to observe that as 
well. If you're judging, then you observe the judgment. Life should really 
flow within you like a stream flows - downhill. It should just be a free 
movement, anything else and you're going to create pain and suffering for 
yourself. Anyway, whatever you do, don't make the content of this a fixed 
idea. 


SHOULD, COULD, WOULD - THE THREE POISONS 


The words “should”, “could” and “would” are poison. Things happen in the 
only way they can happen, unless of course you do not believe that life is 
driven by a chain of cause and effect. These three words have a 
fundamental assumption at their root — that of free-will. When we say we 
should have done something we are immediately implying that we have free 
will, and in the circumstances we are considering could have done 
differently. The word “should” is most often used in a negatives sense — 
regret, perceived failure and obligation. You should work harder. You 
should have locked your car and then it would not have been stolen. You 
should not lose your temper. 

Our superego — the part of us that is full of idealizations thrives on 
should and shouldn’t. It stands over us like a judge commenting on our 
performance in a given situation. All the should’s and shouldn’ts are 
programmed by people around us — parents, teachers, peers, employers, 
religious figures. What they all fail to understand is that we have no free 
will and so the word “should” is almost without meaning. It would be like 
asking a brick that has been thrown at a window to not break it. We could 
reprimand the brick afterwards and tell it that it shouldn’t have broken the 
window, and look on disapprovingly 

“Could have” and “would have” live in the same stable, making us 
believe that things might have been different if only we had been different. 


Emotions such as guilt and remorse are very closely linked to these 
words. You could have done better at school. You should have been more 
prudent with your money. You would be much healthier if you had 
exercised regularly. These words are the words of control. They cause us to 
compare ourselves with fictitious states of affairs that have not come about. 

The real tragedy of these words however is that they take us away from 
the real. They allow us to indulge in unproductive imagination, believing 
that life might be so much better, while our real lives go ignored. 

Everything that happens in our life is absolutely necessary — there is no 
contingency. There is also no room for regret, guilt, remorse or any similar 
negative emotions. If something has not gone well we simply get on with 
the task of trying to move things in our favor — as far as we can. 

Things are as they are, and they were never going to be other than they 
are. Drop the guilt trips and the fanciful imaginings, and above all tell 
anyone who suggests you “should”, “could” or “would” to mind their own 
business. 


THE CURSE OF REMORSE 


Guilt, remorse, and repentance are a curse on humanity and very useful 
tools for those who might want to control us. The three words tend to be 
used interchangeably and dictionary definitions often use one to describe 
the other. The feeling that we have done wrong can eat away at us and is 
often counterproductive. We just have to consider the drug addict who is 
full of remorse about his habit. This feeling of remorse is an emotional pain 
and will simply motivate the addict to have another fix to diminish the pain. 

There is also a fundamental assumption made when we feel remorse. 
We assume that we have free will and that given the exact same 
circumstances we would do things wholly differently. Not so. Unless we 
happen to believe that we live outside a world driven by cause and effect, it 
is easy to see that given the same circumstances, with the same knowledge 
and internal state, we would do exactly the same thing again. If we do not 
have free will (and to believe in free will is to believe in causeless effects) 
there can be no blame — there is no praise either. The Buddhist mantra of 
“no blame” is very apt here. 

Most of our guilt and remorse comes from societal conditioning. The 
tradition that dictates young girls should have their genitals mutilated 


(circumcised) causes many parents to subject their daughters to the agony 
of this procedure without any guilt. In the world of business, it is very 
common for salespeople to exaggerate and lie to get a sale — again with no 
remorse or guilt. Religious conditioning, on the other hand, tends to fill 
people with remorse. Standards for behavior are laid down that are simply 
unachievable, and when an individual cannot meet these standards they 
become filled with remorse. Many so-called spiritual traditions condition 
their adherents in the same way. So if a man is told that it is sinful to look 
with lust on a woman, there is no doubt that he will be filled with remorse 
most of his life. 

Any behavior that results in emotional pain is inadequate and 
misguided. Guilt and remorse are forms of emotional pain, serving no 
useful purpose. Some might complain that this is the green light for a free- 
for-all. Such a notion is easily dealt with. First of all we have laws, and to 
harm someone else often incurs a penalty. It is the threat of this penalty that 
keeps most people within the law. More importantly, we are, to varying 
degrees, rational creatures, and it is not so difficult to see that if default 
behavior was to harm others our society would quickly degenerate into 
barbarism. 

Conscience is a loaded concept since much of what we consider to be 
conscience is simply conditioning and childhood programming. The 
rationale behind our behavior is quite simple. When we are in the grip of 
the emotions (hatred, excitement, envy, anger, regret etc.) we are quite 
likely to cause harm to another. If we can behave with an understanding we 
are much more likely to be cooperative — for everyone’s’ sake. And so we 
should seek understanding. It will not only liberate us from our own misery 
but enable us to form a less troubled society. 

If you find yourself troubled by guilt and remorse simply try to 
understand, without judgment, why you did what you did. You also need to 
look at the standard you are comparing your behavior against. 
Understanding is the key to liberation, and no more so than with guilt and 
remorse. 


ADDICTED TO SUFFERING 


You could ask someone to sacrifice any pleasure, and they would probably 
do it. But ask them to surrender their suffering, and you're asking the 


impossible. People are addicted to their state of misery. You'll see that I 
comment reasonably frequently on the nature of life. We all die. Things 
have to eat other things to exist, and it's what I've called at various times a 
‘shit show.’ But does this mean that we have to suffer? No, it doesn't. This 
is very, very difficult to explain but hopefully, you'll get the gist of it by the 
end. 

Let's talk about suffering. Suffering is always associated with a lack of 
power, of some diminishing of power, and typically the power we're talking 
about is the power to exist. Some examples - if you become ill, lose a lot of 
money, lose someone who's close to you, all of those things will cause you 
pain because they diminish you and they diminish your power. If you lose 
someone you're close to, and you're close to them because you both enjoyed 
a lot of things together, then all of a sudden that pleasure is gone. You 
enjoyed that person, and the joy is gone. Pain is always associated with a 
diminishing of the power of existence, that is what pain is. It would seem 
odd that people might decide to become addicted to their lack of power. 
This is all very subtle, but identifying with your lack of power is one way to 
get power. Yes, life is futile, we're always looking for a final cause. For 
example, I want the purpose of my life to be X. What is the point of living 
if I'm going to die, I'm looking for a purpose for being alive. Life doesn't 
work like that; life and the universe know nothing about final causes, as the 
philosophers would call them. The reasons for being. 

Human beings even like to try and project a final cause onto God, ‘God 
created the universe so that ...’. Well, the universe doesn't exist for any 
reason, it just exists. Reasons and purposes are purely human things. The 
universe doesn't know anything about that kind of thing. On the one hand, 
life is futile, and it's full of pain because we will experience periods of 
being diminished in our power, our power for existence. Illness, lack of 
money, crappy relationships, whatever. But there's a magical little formula 
in all of this, and I'm going over this groundwork really before I get to the 
nature of the addiction to suffering. This magical little formula is quoted by 
Epictetus most powerfully. He said the things that we have no control over 
are no concern of ours. Why would we be interested in things that we have 
no control over? You have no control over the weather today. You may have 
decided to go, sunbathing or something similar and then when you wake up 
it's raining. Will that disappoint you? It might do but what is the point of 
being disappointed about something you have no control over whatsoever? 


The famous line is that ‘reason makes no demands contrary to nature.’ If 
we're reasonable people, we will not say ‘well I'm going to go sunbathing 
even though it's pouring with rain.’ You know that wouldn't be a reasonable 
thing to do. The aim of mentioning this is that when we look at life and all 
the things that we have no control over if we focus on those things, we will 
have a sense of diminished power because we have no control over them 
and we have no power over them. You do not influence whether you are 
going to be ill tomorrow or whether you win the lottery tomorrow. You 
have no control over those things, and so it doesn't make a lot of sense to 
obsess about them. Epictetus says the stuff that we should obsess about, the 
idea that we should put all of our attention on is the thing we do have 
control over, which is our understanding and reasoning. We do have some 
control over that. We don't even have control over our emotions. 

When it comes to suffering, our society, and civilization, has acquired 
the habit of holding our suffering up as some badge of honor and I can give 
you a perfect example of this. Emil Cioran, a 20th-century philosopher, 
talked endlessly about the meaningless nature of life and the pains of life 
and all the phony behavior of people. Even in our art we hold suffering up 
as some beautiful thing. Opera, various dramas and as many art forms as 
you can name, many of them tend to focus on suffering, operas particularly. 
‘Someone has murdered my lover, and I'm so distraught, I'm going to seek 
revenge...’. This is society: we like looking at suffering and all this painful 
stuff. Why is it that we are addicted to suffering like this? Well, it's all about 
power. 

A place of suffering, for many people, is what you might consider to be 
a haven, it's a safe place. If they're locked away in some behavior where 
they complain about everything, that complaining will be an attempt to 
evoke sympathy maybe from other people, which is an attempt to rally up 
some power. As I said, it's a safe place where they don't feel threatened. 
When they're complaining they subconsciously tell themselves, ‘this is 
familiar territory, and I don't need to go anywhere else, I'm safe here, I 
know what this is all about. It's about the world's a shit place, and I'm a 
victim of it, and I know where I am in that kind of configuration.’ You meet 
people like this, in fact, I met somebody recently, who complains endlessly 
about her relationship with her husband. If the relationship was that bad 
why doesn't she leave? Well, she doesn't leave because there's finances 
involved and a whole pile of things. Complaining to people is an attempt to 


gain their sympathy, for them to reinforce the complainers’ views. She's 
addicted to this suffering; she doesn't want to come out of suffering because 
this requires courage. To stay in suffering requires no courage whatsoever. 
It's the easy place to be. To come out of suffering requires great courage and 
it's not something someone can muster up easily. Maybe it will take years 
for a person to get together the courage to pull themselves out of a situation 
where they're suffering. You very often hear of abusive relationships for 
both men and women, but particularly for women, where maybe they are 
with a violent partner and they stay in the relationship, and they suffer. 
Why? Because they feel safe in that kind of environment. Strange thing, 
even though they are not safe, they feel safe, because it’s familiar. 

Even our addiction to suffering is a survival mechanism. It's us telling 
ourselves that we are safe in this particular environment. 

As with everything else, the ability to break this addiction is not some 
violent act that we commit against ourselves. The way to break the habit is 
to look at it. Impartially, without judgment, without the desire to change it. 
We look at it and say to ourselves, ‘oh, here I am again, in this situation 
where I'm whining and complaining about so and so, my husband or my 
partner or my job or whatever,’ and just acknowledge that you’re doing this 
again. There's a strange thing, in that we start to gain some understanding 
and possibly just as important, some inner power to look at ourselves in a 
detached way. This ability to be honest about what we are and what we're 
doing is very, very powerful. We're not talking about changing any 
behaviors here; we're just talking about looking at them. To try and change 
them is violence against yourself. Don't do it. Just look at them. ‘Oh here I 
am again, smoking, and I told myself I wasn't going to smoke today.’ We're 
not Superman; we are human beings that are conditioned and programmed. 
If we want to gain some freedom from that somehow, then we just literally 
need to look at it on a fairly regular basis, in an impartial and non- 
judgmental way. What that does is build up a muscle that allows us to 
become active within ourselves. The whole essence of the thing here is 
about being active or passive. When we are identified with our suffering, 
we are in a passive State; we're just doing what our body and our mind 
require of us to do to feel safe, that's what we're doing when we are 
identifying with our suffering. But the act of looking, and the act of 
thinking ‘here I am again doing this.’ puts us in an active state within 
ourselves. This active state is very, very important. It's the holy grail to be 


active within oneself in situations where normally we might be passive and 
addicted to this suffering that we're experiencing. 

So, the secret in all of this is: 

To acknowledge that we are addicted to our suffering, and as Gurdjieff 
says, most of us would instead change anything, forego any pleasure than 
try and renounce or lose identification with our pain, because our suffering 
makes us feel safe. The way out of this is the way out of pretty much 
everything to do with human existence. It is to look at it. I made that sound 
easy, it's simple, but it's certainly not easy. You will find yourself judging 
and trying to change your behavior. The act of looking, the act of being 
active within yourself is the key to it all; it is the holy grail to be proactive 
instead of passive. 

To try and summarize it; being identified with our suffering is just a 
default state of trying to be in a place that you are familiar with, one that 
feels safe, and the way out of that is to look at it, to observe it and to 
become active within yourself. Eventually, that addiction to the suffering 
will start to dissolve a little bit, and you'll begin to feel freer. 


ADDICTED TO THINKING 


You probably know the Descartes quote “I think therefore I am.” Someone 
recently said to me "I think therefore I'm fucked." Brilliant, because there's 
a kind of truth to that, and it would be too long to go into all the depths of it, 
but I do want to try and put that into some context. In the Zen tradition, it is 
said that before someone embarks on any search or inquiry, that things are 
just as they are. For a child, for example, the sky is only the sky, and a tree 
is just a tree, a bar of chocolate is just a bar of chocolate and so forth. 
There's nothing complicated - they see things as they are, and then maybe 
some inquiry starts. We start considering things, and all of a sudden, as Zen 
would say, a tree is no longer just a tree. We begin studying trees, and we're 
looking at the flower, the sap, the photosynthesis in the leaves, and all of a 
sudden what was something straightforward becomes something quite 
complicated because we start thinking about it. And eventually, if we keep 
moving onwards, trees just become trees once again. Very few people get to 
that point because they get trapped in thought and thinking. Thought and 
thinking is a tool to use, to move towards something, but it's not the end in 


itself. If your thoughts are confused, if you have what are called inadequate 
ideas then, sure enough, you're going to be pained by those ideas. 

Someone I once knew said thinking always makes things worse, and if 
you have inadequate ideas thinking will always make matters worse. What 
we tend to do when we're thinking about things, is to imagine all kinds of 
scenarios. Say you've got some lump on your arm and you start thinking 
about it. Oh my god, it could be cancer, could be some tumor or maybe its 
some blood vessel that's..., and so on. As you don't know what it is, you 
have to go and see a doctor who will diagnose and give you a correct 
understanding of what has gone wrong with your arm. It may be something 
serious, though nine times out of ten it's not. The point I'm making is that 
before we get to some reasoned understanding of what is going on, we get 
into our imagination and we can imagine all kinds of things that might have 
gone wrong. Thinking can always make matters worse. It depends whether 
you have disciplined thought or whether you think compulsively. 

The whole thing about thinking is that some people tend to do more of it 
than others. You may have noticed that a large percentage of the population 
doesn't seem to think about things all that much. Human beings are unique 
creatures. In most animals, dogs, cats, fish, whatever, everything else apart 
from man, there is no reflective consciousness. No intelligence that is cut 
off from the primary force that drives life (desire), and then looks back on 
itself and says 'Oh this is going on, Oh you know I like ice cream' and then 
maybe some thinking starts. 'Well, I shouldn't eat the ice cream because its 
full of sugar’ and so forth. Animals don't do that they're just pure desire. If 
an animal wants to eat it will go out and kill, if it wants to mate; it will go 
and have sex, those desires drive it with no reflective consciousness 
whatsoever. 

Human beings, depending on the individual, can employ this reflective 
intelligence, although some people barely do it at all. You find many people 
who drift through life with what might be called the first and second levels 
of knowledge - these are just hearsay and unprocessed experience. An 
excellent example of it was in the latest UK elections. Some of the 
newspapers devoted 13 pages to try and convince people that Jeremy 
Corbyn, the Labour candidate, was some heinous character who should 
never be elected. The paper was owned by people of the opposite political 
party or the opposite political persuasion. But people read that and believed 
it. It's just hearsay. Then somebody may see a video of someone of a 


particular race committing a crime, and they think that everybody who 
belongs to that race commits that kind of crime. This is the way it is for 
most people, and it's just insufficient levels of information. Then people 
start to think about those things. 'I hate those people of that particular race 
because they always do these things' and they can build up whole theories 
around this coincidental random piece of information they picked up. These 
could be called inadequate ideas. It's a shallow level of thinking, and it's 
very, very near to the primary drivers, the desires, the survival instinct 
because if you can make someone else weaker, it makes you stronger. That's 
the way many people think. This primary driver of survival makes us create 
all kinds of ideas and bigotries and biases that are not real, and are driven 
by our instincts. Ideas like 'I don't like that set of people over there, they 
threaten me' or "Those people do strange things that I don't do' and "They 
must be a threat because they're different. ' come from incomplete levels of 
information. People think about those concerns, and because they've applied 
no reason at all, they have no real understanding, and this is where their 
level of knowledge remains. 

Man is unique in the ability to do even that kind of thinking. It's a low 
level of thinking, but even so, man is unique in the ability to do that. But 
then you get to reason, and a man who could apply reason would say 'well 
actually that person that I saw committing that crime of that particular race 
is only one person and I haven't seen anybody else of that race do the same. 
I'll have a look at the figures.’ So he looks at the figures, and he finds that 
this particular race is no worse or no better than anybody else at committing 
that specific crime. That level of objectivity is relatively rare in society. 
Most people are driven by these low-level opinions, bigotries, and biases. 

Eventually, the highest form of thinking isn't thinking at all; it's a direct 
perception of reality. This can be called intuition. It's a direct perception 
rather than a thinking process employing images and words in our mind. 
And this is why first of all a tree is just a tree to a child. There's no thinking 
process it's pure perception, and then we start to complicate the whole thing 
up by conceptualizing. Well you know, here the photosynthesis going on 
and here's the way the sap rises in the tree, and the leaves are green because 
of this reason and so on. This is a process of applying reason, and it's better 
than just saying trees are governed by the tree god or some other kind of 
superstition. But even so, it's still a thinking process. Then eventually, first 
of all, trees are just trees, then trees are no longer trees because we analyze 


the things to death, and suddenly once again trees just become trees. If we 
go far enough, we go back to the direct perception of the entity in itself 
without thought messing things up. And that level of perception, direct 
perception, is the highest thing for human beings. 

Intuition is a direct perception that is not in any way corrupted by the 
thinking process. Thought is a strange thing, as it's effectively a stepping 
stone. We may first of all say that trees are just trees, but a child has to 
adjust itself to life, and it has to start reasoning and to conceptualize, and 
this builds personality. Then we have to go through a whole pile of work, to 
get back to 'trees are just trees.’ So the thinking process is effectively a 
stepping stone, and people go through all that thinking process to get back 
to the tree. You can almost make yourself insane with the effort of 
searching then have a breakthrough experience, where you see that thinking 
is effectively taking you away from reality, which is the truth. But what 
some teachers do is not give people the opportunity to reach their crisis 
point. They tell people there is no point in thinking about all this stuff. All 
your thinking is conditioned, it's not really what you are. What you are is 
just desire. Spinoza says the essence of man is desire. Schopenhauer says 
man is the will. And in fact, all living creatures are just pure will, pure 
desire, but students need the opportunity to reach their crisis point, not just 
be given the conclusion before they can go through that process for 
themselves. Trees are only trees; trees are no longer trees, oh trees are just 
trees again. 

The thinking process is something that can cause people great distress, 
even insanity if they have no outside view on what they're doing, no 
understanding that thoughts are just thoughts. There's a famous saying in 
some Zen literature where a student goes to his master and says 'Master, 
how do I calm my mind?’ and the master says 'show me your mind and I 
will calm it for you.’ And of course, the student cannot show his mind 
because there's nothing to show. 

Thoughts are just thoughts, they're ethereal, they're vapor, but we use 
them to navigate our way through life more or less successfully. Remember 
those four levels of knowledge. Firstly, just hearsay, when someone has told 
you something, or you read it in a book, and you believe it, and it's quite 
likely to be incorrect or fake news as they call it these days. Then there's 
unprocessed experience which is 'I saw that guy belonging to that race of 
people doing that thing they must be truly awful people.’ Unprocessed 


experience is just - I saw something once therefore in all situations that 
must be what's happening, which is just nonsense. Thirdly there's reason, 
which is the application of more disciplined thought to situations. Then 
finally there's intuition, which is going back to trees are just trees and the 
direct perception of reality. The thing to take away from this is that thought 
is useful and necessary, especially to navigate your way in life. But thought 
is just thought, and a beneficial exercise is to sit and watch your thoughts. 
The problem is that when you first start doing that your thoughts will stop. 
But as you get better at it, you will be able to watch your thoughts as they're 
developing. We can view the way we identify with our thoughts as jumping 
onto trains. A train goes through a station, which is a thought, about maybe 
a holiday and before you know it you've spent two hours daydreaming and 
thinking about what you are going to do on this holiday. We jumped on the 
train, it's taken us 500 miles in some direction we didn't particularly want to 
go and then we suddenly wake up again, and we jump off. Well, the essence 
of dealing with thought is to realize when you've jumped on the train 
because none of these trains are worth jumping on, particularly if it's 
unconsciously. In the end, thought is useful but don't take it too seriously. 


THE PRISON 


Here is a description of the walls and iron bars that comprise your prison. 
You are driven relentlessly by the will-to-life to maintain your existence and 
seek as much power as possible. The driver is your desires, and these can 
never be wholly satisfied. If your desires are not met you feel pain. This is 
the floor of your prison cell — the thing that keeps you from sinking into 
oblivion. But you have to continually construct this floor, because below it 
is destruction. 

The walls of your prison are constructed from the limitations of your 
mind. We think in terms of crude logical concepts — IF Joe does that again 
THEN I will tell him to stop it. Our world is deterministic — endless chains 
of causality affecting the way we think and what we do. We are puppets 
pulled by the strings of causality. For us the world is made from a myriad of 
things, each separate with limited duration. There is nothing permanent or 
real in the world our minds construct. We have nothing to hang on to. 

The iron bars on the window are constructed from our sensory 
processing. We live in a world of space and time — constructs of our 


consciousness, and we perceive nothing outside this self-generated 
framework. This space-time matrix is forever changing with no permanent 
point of reference. 

The prison cell door is constructed from our emotions — the passions 
that keep us rooted in fear, sadness, anger, love, hatred. We cannot move 
beyond these emotions, and to try and force the door open is to make it 
stronger. 

But here is the spell breaker. By understanding the prison and its 
construction, and by not resisting, the walls, floor, and iron bars dissolve 
away. By fully understanding what something is, we implicitly gain 
knowledge of what is beyond it. 

Many religions and “spiritual” traditions attempt to destroy the prison 
cell, and as a result make it stronger. The way of the sly man is non-action. 
Understanding is all we need. 


PART THREE 


Freedom 


THE SCIENCE OF SUFFERING 


There seems to be an abundance of spiritual teachers right now who are 
keen to tell us that suffering is an illusion. I find this quite cruel because 
most of us suffer in some way or another, and I shall describe the various 
forms of suffering a little bit later. I think we all know what suffering is, and 
suffering is pain. Your body certainly suffers if you put your hand into a 
fire, and you'll pull it out very quickly to try and avoid further pain. Well, 
emotional suffering is pain too. If you want to experience some emotional 
suffering, tell someone that you love very dearly that you never want to see 
them again, and you will experience emotional suffering. This is all 
common-sense stuff. How to deal with suffering though, is a science. Well, 
it's a science and an art, and I shall start by going through what you need to 
do to deal with suffering. I can cover it in five minutes although it will 
probably take you five years to master it. What you need to do first is to be 
able to observe yourself, without the desire to change things and without 
any judgment. If you're feeling sad, you can observe that feeling in your 
body. If you can observe that feeling, you have some means of 
understanding why you are feeling sad. You don't try and do anything about 
it, doing something is the worst thing you can do, observe how you're 
feeling, sit with it, and become it. In a way, you eat it because these 
emotions only have so much energy. The problem is that when an emotion 
engulfs us, say anger, then that is the very time that we are least likely to 
remember to do that thing, i.e., simply observing, sitting with it, feeling it. 
And understanding why we feel like that. 

I'm going to use Spinoza a great deal in this. The Ethics is the work I'm 
referring to, and Part 3 has maybe fifty to hundred pages all dealing with 


the emotions. And this is how Spinoza defines an emotion: 

“By emotion I mean the modifications of the body whereby the active 
power of the said body is increased or diminished, aided or constrained and 
also the ideas of such modifications. ” 

It's a bit of a mouthful so I'll try and interpret exactly what's said there. 
First, emotions come from modifications of your body. They are not 
thoughts, although thoughts can contribute to an emotion, and I'm not going 
to go into that it would take just too long. But basically, emotions are 
created by a modification of your body and are in the body. So, when you 
want to sense an emotion, say you're feeling angry, then you need to put 
your attention in the body, particularly around the solar plexus area, and 
you need to sit with it. This attention requires some act of consciousness 
because most of the day we are asleep, we are consumed by these things, 
we are them. Which is a great travesty, but that's how it is most of the time. 
And you need the presence of mind to sense how your body is and to sit 
with how you are feeling at that time. I call this the pain radar. You need a 
radar which is going to scan now and then to see how you are feeling and to 
sit with however you are feeling. Because that's a practice you need to 
master, otherwise you're never going to become what Spinoza claims we 
can become anyway, a master of your emotions, you will always be a slave 
to them. 

What Spinoza is also saying in this short piece is that the emotions are 
positive or pleasurable if we experience an increase of power. And they are 
painful or negative if we experience a diminished power. And in fact, 
Spinoza defines pleasure and pain in this way: 

Pleasure is the transition of a man from a less to a greater power. Pain is 
the transition of a man from a greater to a less power. So, let’s have some 
simple examples. 

If you win a million dollars in the lottery, that certainly is an increase in 
power and you will experience pleasure. If, on the other hand, someone 
somehow manages to steal all the money in your bank account, that will be 
a diminishing of power and you will feel pain. It’s as simple as that. All you 
must do, and I say all, it’s a great deal, is be aware of how you are feeling in 
each moment in time. And you need to understand why you are feeling like 
that. If you're feeling sad you need to look, if you can, at why you are 
feeling sad. You don't try and change anything. You acknowledge the 
feeling of being sad, you feel it in your body and you look at why you're 


feeling sad. Maybe you're feeling sad because one of your pets had died, or 
you are sad because you recall an intense relationship that you once had that 
ended in a bad way. You just need to sit with that and feel it. If you try to 
resist it, it will grow in intensity. In fact, a very useful little ditty that was 
given to me once upon a time (thank you Robert) - whatever you resist 
tends to persist. It more than persists, it grows in strength. So, here's the 
science of suffering. You will diminish suffering by becoming consciously 
one with it. Looking at it, sensing it in your body, understanding why that 
has occurred, and as time moves on you will gain the skill of being able to 
do this on an almost continual basis. Sensing how you feel, why you feel 
like that. Now it takes a lot of work and I'm aware that for anybody that is 
new to this, it sounds like they've been given the key to emotional 
tranquillity. Well you have, but you haven't. You haven't because in fact you 
will lie to yourself. For example, when we say that an increase of power 
brings pleasure, then someone may interpret this as meaning I'm going to 
think positively about things, I'm going to do more, I’m going to be more 
active. Well, that's just your ego. It's insincere and you are avoiding why 
you felt like you felt before you decided to do that. Because we have this 
almost unstoppable propensity to lie to ourselves people do need external 
help. Someone who is working with you on this will be able to tell when 
you are lying to yourself. Such a person wouldn't give two hoots about you 
lying to them, they're not that interested. But they will be able to see when 
you are lying to yourself, which is the most important thing. And what is 
the outcome of all this work? Well the outcome is you gain some inner 
peace and maybe even contentment and happiness. Although to be perfectly 
hones,t happiness is not a thing worth pursuing. 

I think we all know that the least happy people are those who pursue 
happiness with determination. Sort of tragic in a way, but I've met many 
people who have put on a brave face, say they are totally positive, but 
undemeath there you can hear this screaming baby that is being totally 
ignored. They've never come to terms with their own pains and their own 
suffering. 

Suffering is real. Do not listen to those spiritual guys who tell you that 
it's an illusion. It's real. You have an animal body, and that animal body will 
cause you suffering. The way you overcome it is by merely observing and 
understanding. And in fact, once you gain some mastery of that then you 
might ask yourself, is this all there is to life, ping-ponging between pain and 


pleasure? Pleasure as my power increases, as things work for me, and pain 
as somehow, I'm diminished, and things work against me. Well, that will be 
your life whether you want it or not. That is life. Sometimes things will 
work for you, and sometimes they will work against you, but what happens 
is you build your own inner strength and your own understanding. 
Something within you that can say well, I'm feeling a bit shitty, feeling a bit 
depressed and I'm feeling a bit depressed because I've got all this stuff that, 
I don't like doing. And then you say to yourself well why don't I like doing 
that? I don't like doing it because somebody has told me to do it. Oh, your 
power's being diminished because somebody's standing over you telling 
you to do something you don't want to do. And you can sit with that feeling, 
and you can understand what's going on, and you'll find that oppressive 
dynamic within yourself will diminish. We acquire this “I of understanding” 
and it's the only way to gain some mastery over the emotions. Just trying to 
be positive doesn't work. Just being a pessimist doesn't work either, 
although in truth pessimism is probably more productive than optimism. 
And this ‘I’ becomes a stable entity within you. Through this I, you can 
become indifferent to some extent to pleasure and pain. But you're never 
totally indifferent, pain is always going to be pain, pleasure is always going 
to be pleasure, but at the end of the day they don't rock your world so often, 
and you have more of a center of gravity within you which is a real 
blessing. 


DECONSTRUCTION 


I’m going to say something that may make you want to throw up. You are 
already perfect. So the obvious question is “why don’t I feel perfect?”, and 
what does perfect mean anyway? This is not some new-age bullshit 
claiming that you are love (you are not), or making promises of nirvana or 
enlightenment (no such things). 

Ill start by defining “perfect”. You are perfect when you sit within our 
Own power, and your power is the power to be what you are. It may not be 
apparent that you need power to be what you already are, but you do. There 
are just too many influences that bend you into shapes that are not you, and 
it requires skill and practice to repel those influences and deconstruct the 
bends and twists that have already been ingested. 


The are many simple examples of how we are assailed by unwelcome 
influences on a day-to-day basis. Maybe you are at a social event and feel 
compelled to fix a smile on your face, even though the whole experience is 
a pain. Someone told you that your normal expression is not adequate and 
so you comply with all the others — all doing the same thing. Maybe you are 
in a relationship where you feel obliged to participate in activities that hold 
no real attraction, but you comply for fear of friction and disapproval. 
Maybe you were told as a child that you should always look smart or people 
won’t respect you — and on and on. 

None of the above belongs to you, it is just a set of behaviors and 
attitudes you have adopted because you felt the world demanded them. On 
top of these learned, and quite foreign behaviors, are ideas that we have 
ingested. That as a human being you sit outside the law of cause and effect 
that determines the behavior of everything else, and that you have free will. 
Because of this you believe in praise and blame, good and bad, self- 
discipline and many other notions that derive from this delusional fantasy 
called free will. 

If a person is going to move back to what they really are they need to 
deconstruct. This requires skill, knowledge and courage. The alternative is 
to live with an inner monster that has been created by our unwitting 
ingestion of ideas, behaviors and attitudes that are wholly foreign to our real 
nature.This will cause endless suffering as the real within us conflicts with 
the artificial. For most people the artificial becomes fixed and dominant, 
and what was real dies. 

Contrary to the new-age belief that our real nature is all sweetness and 
light — unending feelings of love, compassion, kindness, and dopey-eyed 
bliss, the reality is somewhat different. Our real nature is wholly selfish, 
and this selfishness exists at many levels. First of all we want to survive —a 
wholly selfish motive. We also want a supporting social structure — family, 
friends, peers — wholly selfish. As we understand our nature more, so we 
will understand the nature of others, and it becomes desirable that 
awareness of our real nature is better understood, with the result that people 
generally have more realistic expectations of each other, and most 
importantly do not have unrealistic expectations of us. Also completely 
selfish. 

It requires great courage to be wholly selfish, and in the process to be 
what we really are. The only route to such a state is deconstructing all the 


nonsense and bullshit we have absorbed in our journey through life. It’s a 
painful process, since part of the process involves murdering our best loved 
children — how charming we are, how kind we are, how loving, generous, 
polite, conscientious, self-disciplined ... 

The choice is simple. We either suffer unconsciously as the pile of 
festering excrement becomes ever more difficult to bear, or we can suffer 
consciously by clearing it out. And this is the only choice we have — suffer 
consciously through deconstruction, or suffer unconsciously as the poisons 
we have ingested eventually kill the real within us. 


ON NOT CARING 


Perhaps one of the most exciting trips that the ego can go on is to persuade 
itself that it is a loving and caring thing. New age and self-help groups are 
full of all this kind of thing. I speak to these kinds of people reasonably 
regularly, and they will tell me that they are loving, caring people - except 
for when you contradict them. Or except for when you push in front of them 
in a queue or something, anything to tread on their corns a little bit, and 
then they're not caring loving people anymore. 

Now the theme is the idea of caring. Before you become too outraged, 
let me say, if you are in a situation, or if I were in a position, where 
somebody nearby was in distress, and I could offer them help and relieve 
that distress then yes, of course, I would do that. All, well nearly all human 
beings would do that. There are some that wouldn't, but they're the 
minority, the psychopaths and sociopaths of our world wouldn’t. The reason 
that we would do this, or would possibly even put our own lives in danger 
is that, beneath the surface, we are all the same thing. The awareness that is 
within you is the same as the awareness that is within me, and we are all 
that same consciousness or awareness or whatever word you want to use, 
and when that consciousness sees itself in distress - sees another person in 
trouble, then we are naturally inclined to try and help. Now that's the only 
sort of nice touchy-feely bit you're going to get in this section. 

We need to talk about three things: caring about the world, caring about 
other people and caring about yourself. Now I've said before that a human 
being is 99% animal, effectively a wolf, a drooling wolf, desperate to 
maintain its existence and it does this by eating other things; we have to kill 
them and then eat them. Also, by competition for territory, dominance, 


mating rights, survival itself, competition, and there is violence between 
people to achieve these things; this is our world. And while man remains 
the human animal, then the world remains the same, nothing is going to 
change. Do not believe that some great thing is going to appear from the 
sky that heralds a new world for humanity because it's not going to happen. 
Well, its' very, very, very, very unlikely that it will happen. Of course, I no 
more than anybody else, understand the whole nature of life in this 
universe, but I'm not betting on some big face appearing in the sky and 
telling us all that we have to behave. I don't think it happens like that. If 
somebody cuts you up on the motorway, you're probably going to get angry 
because they've imposed their will upon you, it’s this animal thing for 
power. The very essence of all of this competition and violence and 
aggression is power. The ordinary polite person in the street, if they get into 
their work environment, will they possibly sabotage somebody's work if 
they think that person is going to get a promotion that they want? Well 
possibly. And you know work environments are just a laboratory for 
animal-human behavior. The state of the world isn't going to change, and 
human animals will behave the way human animals do. There will be 
murder, genocide, callous disregard for other people's lives and so on. The 
irony is that this big machine called animal existence that we are all a part 
of requires that we care about the things that are happening. 

On the one hand, it creates all this mayhem and suffering, and on the 
other hand, it presents it to us in the news and the newspapers and social 
media and so on and then asks us to respond to that emotionally. Well, it’s 
emotional rape. This monstrous machine called life generates all this 
suffering, mainly driven by the survival instinct, and then we are asked to 
respond to it and to eat our hearts out because of the dreadful things that are 
happening. Well, what I'd like to suggest to you is that you don't care about 
all that stuff. If there's something you can do to alleviate any of that 
suffering, then we do it, we're all the same thing underneath. But the bottom 
line is that if there is nothing that you can do, then do not let this machine 
gobble your attention and your emotional energy, because it serves zero 
purposes for you - that is one level of not caring. For many years I didn't 
even look at newspapers and see the news. I do it more these days for 
whatever reason but, you know the world is like Mab. If you've seen the 
tale of Merlin, Mab was always effectively trying to attract Merlin's 
attention. Mab cast a spell on Merlin and what Merlin found, in the end, 


was the only way he could get rid of Mab was to ignore her blot her out, 
and she lost that power and the spell disappeared. Rule number one, if 
there's nothing you can do about a situation, forget it, it serves no useful 
purpose for you to pine and mourn and become sad and angry about what is 
happening in the world. So, don't care about it. 

Let's get to personal relationships. You will notice that a lot of people 
like to talk about their troubles, many people are something akin to 
vampires, emotional vampires. They are after your nervous energy and, 
instinctively almost, they will know how to get it. That may be through 
appealing to your sense of sympathy, and your need to help. A lot of people 
are people pleasers - the need to please someone. These vampires will find 
a way to elicit some reaction from you and effectively steal your energy. 
And so, if somebody comes to you complaining about their life situation 
and there's nothing you can do about it or nothing you want to do about it, 
then the best thing to do is not care. But you know what? If you stop giving 
these people your energy, they will go away, because they're not getting 
what they want. We don't care about the world situation; we don't care 
about other people’s woes, the people that we know, people that we interact 
with, unless somebody says, if I cannot get to the hospital within ten 
minutes something dreadful is going to happen, will you please take me? 
Well, you know, in that kind of situation you'd probably do something, but 
generally speaking, it’s not like that, people are just looking for attention, 
and they are looking for you to sympathize and to give them the food of 
your attention basically. 

Then we come to our inner life. Let's say you're in a situation where you 
get a bit angry. Well, I've said before that the way to deal with the emotions 
is a two-fold thing. One is to understand them; most feelings derive from 
the survival instinct. For example, if somebody cuts you up on the 
motorway, they're threatening your survival to some extent, and doing 
something dangerous and also imposing their power over you by making 
you modify what you were doing. And that change in the balance of power, 
namely that you having to adjust what you do to their will, will make you 
angry because the decrease of power creates hatred, and one manifestation 
of hatred is anger. The important thing, however, is when you get mad, to 
not care, to see the anger arise, to understand why it's appeared. Somebody 
has challenged your power, that is the understanding, and then the 
observation is just looking at it; oh yeah, oh my god, I feel angry, and I feel 


tight in my chest, and my pulse is a bit raised, and I'll sit with this. And you 
sit with it; you don't try and stop it or do anything about it. It's a natural 
manifestation of your animal body. It's as natural as raindrops dropping off 
a leaf. Why try and modify it? Why try and change it? The best attitude to 
have towards that anger is not to care about being angry. Or if you meet 
someone and they've just got themselves a brand new Mercedes that you 
would dearly love, and they are boasting and telling you everything about 
it, which may be natural enthusiasm, but human beings being what they are 
it's usually bragging. Then they're boasting about their first trip out, they're 
going to stay at some nice hotel and yadda, yadda, yadda and you're sat 
there and you start to feel envious, and you're feeling envious because 
again, this person is trying to dominate you. They're dominating you by 
displaying their power in front of you and them showing that power, in turn, 
makes you feel a little bit less powerful so that you will hate them, and this 
hate will manifest as envy. Again, don't care that you feel envious, just let it 
happen. Understand why you're feeling resentful, this person is pissing all 
over you, and then observe it, sit with it, feel it, don't care that you feel 
uncomfortable. Not caring is such a powerful thing to do, such a powerful 
thing - because life in most of its aspects is trying to attract our attention in 
one way or another. You know, the dreadful news, people complaining 
about their life situations, people boasting, people trying to put you down, 
people evoking emotions within you, situations evoking emotions within 
you. It's all going to happen, but the key to at least some sane life is not to 
care that it's all happening. If you try and stop it all, it shows that you care. 
You know, if you are angry and you're saying to yourself ‘well I shouldn't 
be angry, I'm a spiritual person, and I shouldn't be like this,’ it shows that 
you care about being angry and somewhere someone has told you that 
being angry is a bad thing. And because you want to appear to be a good 
person, a caring, loving person, you shouldn't feel this kind of anger. But 
just let it go, let it happen within you. Whether you express it or not is a 
different matter, but not caring is a habit you can establish within yourself. 
And guess what? In the midst of hell, you can still be happy. And in fact, 
there's a well-known saying; I can't remember whether it’s from the Hindu 
or Buddhist tradition, but it doesn't matter. It says the sage can sleep 
peacefully in the graveyard at night. Horrible apparitions, ghosts, demons, 
all appearing in the cemetery at night. Guess what? The sage doesn't care. 
Don't care and life will be much, much, sweeter for you. 


ON BEING SELFISH 


Are you selfish? If you answer yes to that question, oh my word, what a 
lousy person you are. I admit to being entirely selfish, and we'll get on to 
why in a moment. Let’s talk about this book that started the whole thing. In 
1920 a guy called David Seabury, who was a practicing psychologist at the 
time, wrote a book called The Art of Selfishness. It was met with outrage, 
particularly by the church because of course no-one was allowed to be 
selfish other than the church - all these very well-to-do and pampered 
bishops and priests who have some high place in society, and who have a 
unique line into God. The church was reasonably critical of being selfish as 
were various other parts of the establishment. Even so, it became a best 
seller. 

You probably allow yourself to be made the victim of people who use 
the word “selfish” as a weapon to compel you to do what they want. It is 
not uncommon for people in a relationship to use the "selfish" label to get 
someone to do what they want. 

The word selfish has been bent to mean harmful, to screw people over 
and all that kind of thing. That's not what I'm talking about here. The word 
self-assertive might be more appropriate. A more politically correct way of 
saying this might be the art of self-assertiveness, but you know, fuck that, 
let's use the word selfishness because it's more accurate. It's being interested 
in self. What else are you going to be interested in? Let me talk about 
selfishness for a moment. Many people, particularly in family situations, are 
always being selfish. You may not think so. You see someone who is 
devoted to the family, and you say to yourself why are they devoted to the 
family? Well, as you probably know, in many societies, certainly in Western 
nations, it's quite common for people to have kids, so they've got someone 
to look after them when they get old. Is that selfish? It sounds like it to me. 
And I'm not using it negatively; they are looking after themselves. The 
tradeoff is that you give birth to a couple of brats, you dedicate all your 
resources to them for quite a few years, maybe 20 years or thereabouts, and 
for many people the tradeoff is that they then have a couple of people who 
will, hopefully, help them in the system when they get older. That doesn't 
happen so much these days. I've got kids, and none of them are going to 
look after me when I get older. I know that. But, the family thing is also 


pushed along by the will-to-life, basically the survival instinct, the drive to 
procreate, it's programmed into us. 

Now let's talk about co-dependency because this is what families are. 
They are large or small units of co-dependency, and I'm probably going to 
offend some people by saying what I'm going to say, but I've found it to be 
true. I've got nothing riding on this at the end of the day. A man may marry 
because maybe he wants a family, perhaps he wants someone to pass on his 
worldly goods to, it’s very common, I've seen that many times. Men will 
have kids because they want to, it's an ego thing at the end of the day, they 
want to promote their line into the future. They will bequeath their worldly 
goods to their kids, and God help anybody who marries this person or a 
person like that for the second time because those worldly goods will not be 
passed on to their kids. If a man marries a woman who has got her own 
kids, he will make sure that the assets go to his genetic line. I've seen it 
many times, and any amount of skullduggery and lying and cheating to 
make that happen, will happen. This biological thing is powerful, so men 
will, very often, work their whole lives and give everything to their kids as 
a means of finding their way of achieving immortality. I think it’s pathetic, 
but people do it. 

Women are driven by the breeding instinct in a different way to men 
very often; they want to nest. They want kids, they want a safe 
environment, they want a house. There's a tradeoff takes place between men 
and women. It can be the other way around as well, it doesn't have to be the 
man who goes out to work and earns all the cash, the woman can do that, 
and then the man stays at home and looks after the kids, but the 
responsibilities are shared. All the time, each person is getting what they 
want, that's the point I'm trying to get to. This is not some altruistic act. 
Because of this, and because people do have to make compromises, there is 
co-dependency, and the co-dependency is ‘if you go out to work and earn 
money, I'll look after the kids.’ We're both doing it because we want a nice 
home environment and because we want to support the family. Family 
support and the cost is why we must do all this stuff, and the payback is that 
we get the nice nesting environment and we get an environment where 
other people support us. So ultimately, it's an act of selfishness. If you were 
to say to most people “you have got kids, and you are in a family because 
you are selfish, and you want those things of a safe environment, and a 
supportive environment” they would rip your face off. Why? Because 


you're telling the truth and they don't want to hear that. This idea of 
selfishness is so ingrained in our society, that to go after what you want is 
taboo. Secretly, this is what people are doing all the time. Now the problem 
is that as all of this is not out in the open, people must do it in an underhand 
way even to themselves - they can’t even be honest with themselves. A 
man, who is having to go out to work to earn money to support the kids and 
the home, may grow to resent that. The problem is, he will not be honest 
enough with himself to say, ‘actually my part of the bargain is that I get on- 
demand sex,’ did I really say that? Well, yeah, a lot of men do think like 
that. It goes something like - I've got on-demand sex, I've got kids that I can 
pass on all my worldly good to, and these kids promote my genetic line into 
the future, and I've got a comfortable environment in which to live, and I've 
got food on the table when I get home. But the tradeoff is I must do this 
shitty job. But because such a person can’t' be honest with themselves, they 
start to resent the fact, and they feel like they're getting nothing back in 
return. They must do all this stuff to support this environment and resent it. 
It may also be the same with the woman. I'm in the house all day; I'm 
looking after kids, and yadda yadda yadda. 

The point I'm making is we are always selfish. Someone who seems like 
some groveling non-entity is a groveling non-entity because they have 
learned that that's the way to get what they want. We always go after what 
we want in the way that we've learned to go after it. That is the nature of the 
beast. A lot of people will be trying to please people. Why? Because they 
want approval from those people and they want support from those people, 
so they'll try and please them. The fact that this act of trying to please them 
probably annoys the other people, they don't notice. 

Families can be dreadful things. A tight family is a horror show, a live 
horror show. Why? Because in a tight family, a closely-knit family, you 
cannot be different. You absolutely cannot be different. If you are different 
you will be thrown out of that tightly knit family, or at least you'll be deeply 
resented, and life will be made very difficult for you. That's the way 
families are. Here's some quotes from some people on this, a couple of 
philosophers and a psychologist. Seneca wrote quite a long essay on the 
shortness of life. It's a great read, but I've just taken this quote: 

“Men do not suffer anyone to seize their estates, and they rush to stones 
and arms if there is even the slightest dispute about the limit of their land, 
yet they allow others to trespass upon their life.” 


He's talking, apparently from the title of the thing, about time, to 
trespass upon their time. If you are the kind of person who believes that by 
doing things everyone else wants you to do, you are in some way virtuous, 
then you've just got it so wrong. The next quote from Spinoza should 
clarify: 

“No one wishes to preserve his being for the sake of anything else.” 
Now, what does the term ‘preserve his being’ mean? It means being 
what you are. People confuse that term with the survival instinct, preserving 
your life, but that's not what he's talking about. When he says no one wishes 

to preserve his being, he means no one wishes to express what they are for 
the sake of anyone else. You are what you are, and you were made a certain 
way. Nobody calls you selfish if you eat. Nobody calls you selfish if you go 
for a shit. Those are things that you have to do. But will someone call you 
selfish if you spend your evenings reading books on philosophy? They 
probably will do. Why? Because they want you to do something else, they 
want you to do what they want to do. To hell what ‘you’ want to do. No one 
wishes to preserve his being for the sake of anyone else, that is the reality of 
it. And finally, I will use this quote from Kathleen Speeth, a psychologist 
who was very heavily associated with the Gurdjieff work. I don't’ like the 
woman very much for whatever reason, but she says something that is so 
true. And that is; 

“You are never free until you are free of family.” 

That doesn't mean that you never see them again, or you hate them or 
anything like that. It maintains that you must lose all the co-dependencies. 
Such as, ‘yes mommy I will go and do this because I know you like me 
doing this and I will get approval.’ When you've lost all of that, then you 
are free of your family. You can love them, you can be with them, you can 
enjoy time with them, but do not be a prisoner to them. And that's what 
she's talking about. 

To summarize this, we all act selfishly anyway, through one mechanism 
or another. Some arrangements may be very, very painful. Trying to please 
people all the time is a very painful thing to do, but it's a survival strategy 
that many people have learned. ‘If I please them, they will like me, and if 
they like me, then I have some support around me.’ That one way of getting 
it, but it's a very inadequate way of getting it, it's a painful way of getting it. 
So, be selfish. Lose all your friends. ‘Selfish,’ is a word that these days is 
almost as taboo as pedophilia. If you were to go and say to someone ‘I am 


selfish’ or ‘I am a pedophile’ it would probably get the same kind of 
reaction. So, anyway, it’s for you to decide how you want to live your life. 
But if you want to be free, and there's nothing like freedom in my opinion, 
then you need to be selfish. 


BE PASSIONATE ABOUT YOURSELF 


We tend to be passionate about everything other than the thing that really 
matters — ourselves. 

I was once in a meeting where the person who was leading the meetings 
asked us what we were all passionate about. One guy said sailing, and he 
had a small dingy another one said dancing, another one said cooking. 
When it came to my turn, I said cigars. Sounds a bit pathetic in retrospect, 
but that's what I said because I did like cigars. He heard the six of us say 
what we were passionate about with a reasonably serious face, and then 
looked at us and said we were all wrong, there's only one thing you need to 
be passionate about, and that's yourself. I remember it because it was such 
an unusual thing for someone to say. And it went against all my 
conditioning - the conditioning that we should be selfless and think of 
others, and to be passionate about oneself seemed like a massive act of 
selfishness. 

Selfishness is a big thing because in our society we are conditioned to 
act in a manner that is seen to be unselfish. And yet, when you get to the 
bottom of it, as UG Krishnamurti would say, we're all ultimately very, very 
selfish. Even the act of appearing to be unselfish is an act of trying to get 
the approval of other people. How can we be anything other than selfish in 
truth? This is our world, our emotions, our thoughts, our body, this is the 
world we inhabit, and so it's the nearest thing to us, and it's the thing that we 
should devote most attention to. This notion of being passionate about 
oneself is crucial to any work. I'm talking about personal development 
work. We need to be passionate about what we are doing. That means that 
we take first place in our lives. It doesn't mean that we ignore other people 
or that we're negligent, it just means that when anything happens, we're 
primarily concerned about what is going on within us. 

A good example is if we're in a social situation and someone says 
something we find maybe slightly offensive to our own opinions and 
beliefs. We need to look at that, that is the most important thing, what the 


person said to you is not the most important thing, how you reacted to it is 
the most important thing. You need to be passionate about feeling it and 
understanding it. Now, this active feeling and understanding isn't something 
that suddenly magically appears. It's something we need to develop, and it 
requires attention. It's a fact that our attention is spread everywhere. We 
have very little attention for ourselves, for how we're feeling particularly, 
and it's very very common for people to have almost no awareness of how 
they're feeling. Clearly, we're all feeling something at any particular 
moment in time, but to be aware of that, to give attention to it is going 
against the flow of nature if you like, because the natural tendency is for our 
attention to go outwards - to what other people are thinking, to some new 
fascination. Maybe we're buying a new car, or perhaps we're going on 
holiday or buying a new house, getting a new job. The attention goes on all 
these external things, and there's almost nothing left for our very neglected 
essence, the something that is within us that needs to grow. 

A great deal of attention goes on other people, particularly seeking other 
people's approval. This is childhood conditioning. We need the support and 
love of our parents, and as children, we dedicate a significant amount of 
attention to detecting their moods and to what might please them and what 
might make them angry. That conditioning is something we take with us 
into later life, looking at other people and seeing whether they are pleased 
with what we're doing, or whether we're getting some level of disapproval. 
The only approval you need is your own. Again, this is not something that 
you can magic out of thin air. Self-approval comes from a relatively long 
period of training, but it is the most blessed thing on earth not to be so 
dependent on other people's opinions and ideas. We need to be sensing our 
emotions. Why do I feel angry right now? Why do I feel anxious right now? 
Simply acknowledge those emotions, because a lot of people can't even 
sense their emotions. The emotions are happening, but they don't touch 
them, they're not aware of them, and if you ask them to put their attention 
on those emotions, they'll deny they are experiencing an emotion. But of 
course they are, and there are body-based exercises that help us get in touch 
with the emotions, because the feelings, at the end of the day, are a state of 
the body. The emotions have nothing to do with the mind, and if we're 
going to feel the emotions, then we need to be in contact with the body. If 
we're not in touch with our body, then we don't have a cat in hell's chance of 
actually feeling our emotions. Emotions are our barometer; they tell us how 


we are reacting to the environment. You will find in a social situation that 
you will have a certain level of anxiety seeking approval and looking for 
people to be amused at your jokes, or for people to approve of what you're 
doing or the things that you're talking about. If you get disapproval, this 
will hit your self-confidence, which of course if a travesty. You really 
shouldn't be so dependent on external circumstances and other people's 
opinions. Emotions are one thing that we need to give our attention to. 

The other thing we need to give our attention to is our opinions and 
beliefs - because many of them work against us. If you believe that 
everything you are going to do is going to be successful, then you are going 
to be disappointed, and you can't avoid that if you are an optimistic person. 
We need to have realistic expectations. We need to have understanding that 
is realistic, we need to understand the nature of the world, and for it to be in 
agreement with how the world really is rather than the notions and the fairy 
tales and the dreams that we've been told as children, or maybe that we've 
picked up from Hollywood movies. This is all stuff of the personality. As 
Gurdjieff said, the personality is what is not our own. It's something we've 
taken in from the environment. What is your own is your essence and you 
will only get in contact with your essence through your body. While we're 
stuck in our heads with various opinions and beliefs, we're looking to a 
large extent at the personality, and the person needs to be effectively 
reprogrammed to be in contact with reality rather than the things that we've 
been raised to believe. To be passionate about yourself, in a nutshell, is to 
give attention to yourself. This is the hardest thing in the world. Don't think 
about Elon Musk, the guy who's creating Tesla cars. Don't think about the 
first people who went to the moon, don't think about Albert Einstein, don't 
think about Donald Trump, or whoever you happen to believe has achieved 
something extraordinary. What these people have done is nothing compared 
with the work of directing the attention from outside of ourselves and 
refocusing it on what's going on within us. Attention makes something 
grow. In fact, in some traditions, attention is synonymous with love. You 
can only love something if you give attention to it. It's why children love 
attention so much; they thrive on it. A child that has not had attention when 
it's young will grow up needy, always seeking attention, trying to fill in 
where childhood didn't satisfy. There we are. Be passionate about yourself. 
It's number one above and beyond everything else. The first rule of life, be 
passionate about yourself. 


CUT YOURSLEF SOME SLACK 


Most so-called 'spiritual' movements and religions tend to make things 
worse for people. They tend to feed straight into the superego, the part of us 
full of should and shouldn't. The superego is already a cause of much 
misery without deliberately adding to its demands that we should act and 
feel in ways that are foreign to us. For example, consider someone who 
adopts a new belief system which says that anger is wrong. If a person 
believes this, they will begin to deny that they are angry when in reality 
they are full of it. This denial will cause considerable inner conflict and 
suffering. It is also dangerous since such a person is quite likely to explode 
over some quite trivial incident. 

In the Gurdjieff work, for example, it is believed that most of our 
emotions are negative. This belief is, of course, a value judgment, and 
Gurdjieff groupies who think this may spend all their lives trying to push 
water uphill, denying the very things that cannot be denied, that our 
emotions are our authentic response to the environment and any value 
judgment is merely an invitation to denial and suffering. 

This kind of programming, more often associated with religions, 
supercharges the superego, so it becomes our inner judge. Meanwhile, our 
genuine needs and desires get pushed into the background, and this monster 
we have created within us tries to take control. The programming is intense 
and is exacerbated by prescriptions for behavior we ingest from books and 
people who believe they know how we should behave. 

As we exist today, we are divided within. The real part of us, called the 
id by some, reacts to the environment in an authentic manner. The superego 
will have none of this and believes that its programming tells us how to 
behave, and also what to judge. It also dishes out punishment if we 
transgress, making us feel inadequate, depressed, unworthy, or a thousand 
other destructive emotions. 

There is a way out of this deadlock. The id should not just run wild. It is 
after all only concerned with sex, food, comfort, power and anything else 
that might increase the likelihood of survival. We cannot live in a society 
where the physically strong take what they want from the weak - not if we 
wish to avoid an elimination competition with just a handful of brutes left 
battling it out. Equally the superego should not displace the real emotions 
and drivers that come from the id. The solution to this is understanding. If 


we can understand why we feel envy, hatred, excitement, derision, love and 
any other emotion, it has the effect of reducing its power. This 
understanding is what psychiatric practice is all about. 

Remember, our emotions are our authentic response. There is absolutely 
nothing wrong with excitement, hatred, envy, obsession, pride and the rest. 
All we are required to do is understand them and why they occur. This is 
not an attempt to deny emotions, but merely to understand them as we 
might understand anything else. The effect of the understanding is well 
demonstrated by the fear caused by thunderstorms before people came to 
know that they are not the wrath of angry Gods, but merely electrical 
discharges. And as long as you are not some fool waving a golf club around 
on open ground, there is nothing to fear. 

We need to cut ourselves some slack. Whenever we hear the inner voice 
that condemns, we should root out why it is in the superego in the first 
place, determine whether it serves any useful purpose, and if not, work to 
throw it in the trash can. The result is less inner conflict, a greater 
understanding of our real emotions, and periods of inner peace. 


EMOTIONAL LIBERATION THROUGH UNDERSTANDING 


Most people choose a spiritual path in an attempt to get away from some 
pain. We are all affected by emotional distress of one kind or another. 
Maybe sadness, depression, fear, anger. Any of the relatively long list of 
things that can affect us as human beings. Now, what is usually peddled in 
various spiritual movements that erupt in an attempt to address these issues 
is some form of practice, and what is lacking, is understanding. What is 
offered is essentially some technique. These methods are, in the main, 
calming techniques. For instance, learning to take deep breaths when 
anxious. And of course, that's useful, but it’s not going to help you get to 
the bottom of the anxiety. You're going to be taking deep breaths for the rest 
of your life because it’s just like a drug. You are in effect just using a 
natural medicine that your body can produce of its own accord through 
taking deep breaths. Now, it is curious that understanding is missing in most 
spiritual methods because it is the key to our freedom and liberation. 
Gurdjieff talked about understanding. He spoke of knowledge, being and 
understanding. Knowledge on its own is nothing; it’s just something that 
you push into your memory and chew around in your impressionable mind - 


the apparatus that you develop during life to handle concepts and words and 
language and images. It’s effectively just like a machine that can process 
symbols and words and pictures. Understanding is something wholly 
different. Understanding comes from direct experience. There is no way 
you can get understanding if somehow you are not able to experience what 
needs to be understood. There's the old saying, isn't there, that if you want 
to learn, then you have to do something. You have to do that very thing that 
you want to learn. Someone who is a carpenter will not become a carpenter 
by reading books about carpentry. They become a carpenter by actually 
doing it, and as such, they gain an understanding of the nature of the 
material they're working with, namely wood, the tools used, and the little 
tricks and techniques that they use to make the thing work. Things that you 
would never pick up just by reading about something. Understanding comes 
from living in reality. 

The thing that often frustrated me in the various schools I was involved 
with was a lack of understanding. There was a great deal of work in the 
sense of evoking emotions and techniques to go within oneself, but very 
little in the way of actually understanding how these emotions arose and 
seeing them, seeing the situation in which they would occur, and 
understanding why those emotions were as they were. Once you know that, 
you can gain freedom. I've found this in my own practical experience, and 
I've seen that there's no substitute for real-life work on oneself, in the sense 
of observing what's going on and understanding what is going on. 
Observation is not enough on its own. Self-Observation is a beautiful thing; 
it allows us to see what's going on. But if there's no understanding of why a 
particular state has arisen, then there's no moving forward. I'll give you an 
example. 

Our primary driver, our animal driver, is our need to survive, and the 
emotions are a legacy from our animal origins. Emotions are essentially 
instant responses to situations. These immediate responses mean that an 
animal can respond to a situation in an instant. It doesn't have to think and 
evaluate; it just knows how to respond immediately. If it's in danger, it will 
flee. It doesn't think about it; it doesn't try and reason. If it sees a predator, 
then it will just escape. If it considers some food that looks like it might be 
suitable to eat, then it will go and eat. The sense of hunger will, or the 
feeling of desire for food will make it go and eat. It doesn't have to think 
about these things. And so, it is with human beings. Emotions like jealousy 


and envy and hatred and anger, there's a long list of them, are instant 
responses to situations. I've mentioned that the primary driver for us, the 
animal driver, is our need to survive and the emotions derive immediately 
from that. When situations occur where our survival prospects are 
enhanced, then we feel pleasure. When we've just eaten, if we win a prize, 
say some money, if we get recognition - all those kinds of things make us 
feel that our survival is more assured. 

On the other hand, if our survival is threatened, then we experience 
negative emotions. Now, this thing of our survival being threatened doesn't 
have to be 'oh my god in the next five minutes I'm going to die.’ It’s merely 
the feeling of a diminishing of power. Let me talk very specifically about 
envy. 

Envy is a form of hatred. It is a form of hate directed towards someone 
who has been favored by fortune. Why do we feel envy? Because they have 
something that we would like. If someone near to you wins a large amount 
of money or inherits a large amount of money, you may feel envy because 
you too would undoubtedly like quite a large amount of money. And you 
then get a contrast between the situation you're in, the situation they are in, 
and the impression is that they have more, or are more likely to survive. 
Their prospect of survival is enhanced, and yours is still the same, but 
actually, you feel diminished because there's a greater contrast taking place. 
And so, you experience this hatred towards them because they're a source of 
pain for you, they're reminding you of something you do not have, and so 
you hate them. It’s tough for people to look at these emotions and to be 
honest about them, but that's what's going on. Now once you understand 
that, and by the word understanding I do mean you have been in that 
situation where you feel envy, you've had the honesty to acknowledge that 
in yourself, and the ability to analyze what is going on. When you can do 
that kind of thing, then envy will diminish. You don't have to make it 
decrease; it will just decrease - because the curious thing is that by 
understanding emotions they somehow lose their power. It’s the same for 
fear. In fear you have to understand why you are feeling fear. We all feel 
fear because we think our survival is being threatened in some way or other, 
so you might have a concern that you could lose your job soon. And of 
course, that relates directly to a diminishing of your survival prospects. You 
need to look at the situation, why you are feeling fear, what that refers to. It 
relates to a feeling of diminishing survival prospects, and look at it and sit 


with it. A curious thing about these emotions is that they have a certain 
amount of energy. They are like storms. By sitting with them and being 
with them and looking at them, it's somehow like the storm loses its power. 
And for certain people who believe that by doing that kind of thing, we in 
effect absorb the energy of the storm. Instead of the storm stealing power 
from us, we take its energy. There are a few examples there of how 
understanding and specifically the understanding of the emotions cause the 
emotions to become less troublesome. What you are left with when you 
have done this work for a long time is greater peace because the emotions 
are not so troubling. And I will remind you that emotions are essentially an 
animal legacy that we have, and whether we should be in that state or not is 
up for debate. Some traditions consider that state to be a fallen state, a fall 
into the state of sharing characteristics with animals, i.e., the emotions, the 
passions. 

To recap. Knowledge is just stuff you hold in your head. It’s like you're 
a computer and it has no bearing or no weight when we're considering how 
we feel about ourselves and what we are. Understanding is tied to being, 
and being is related to experience. Understanding and being go together. 
Before you sign up for the next spiritual adventure, the next set of 
techniques to calm your being, then you might want to investigate 
understanding. It's nowhere near as sexy as enlightenment or cosmic 
consciousness or any of these things that the enlightenment gurus are 
touting. But it's more real, the benefits are more robust, and it's a way to 
progress in your move towards peace, towards happiness. 


THE PLEASURABLE STUDY OF PAIN 


The pleasurable study of pain sounds like an oxymoron, but, in my opinion, 
the pleasurable study of pain is one of the highest things a man can do in 
this life because it offers some level of meaning to things that otherwise 
appear meaningless and just merely painful. Spinoza said a great deal about 
this. I think a right place to start is to describe precisely what pain is. Pain 
always happens when your existence is threatened in some way - either a 
small way or a substantial way. For example, the pain in my body is telling 
me that there's something a bit wrong and I’m not in the state I usually am 
in. I am diminished to some extent. 


Then on to pleasure — this is when we have an enhanced sense of 
existence. You win a million dollars; you get some gorgeous new mate, you 
get a huge promotion at work, anything that makes your existence feel more 
enhanced and makes you feel more solid in life is going to please you. 
That's the way it works. It's all basic stuff, driven by the survival instinct or 
what Spinoza calls the drive to persist in our existence, or the will-to-life as 
Schopenhauer calls it. You know various people call it different things but 
at the end of the day it's just this drive to exist, continue in our existence, 
and that drives pretty much all the pleasure and pain. Just a warning here, 
you cannot study pain if you are depressed or angry. All you're going to do 
is try and justify your depression or anger. If you are a very angry or sad 
person, or very unhappy in some way, then you need help. This is not about 
that; this is about something completely different. We're not here talking 
about some way to justify feeling angry or depressed. If you're like that you 
need help, go and seek it. In the first quote- and this is one of the strangest 
quotes in all of Spinoza's work in my opinion. You must remember that 
God, for Spinoza, is not an old man in the sky with a beard. God is pretty 
much synonymous with nature or the cosmos or existence, whatever word 
you want to use. He says: 

“Therefore insofar as we understand God to be the cause of pain, we to 
that extent feel pleasure.” 

What a strange thing to say. I know I've commented on this quote in 
other places, but it's a central thing. It's a central piece of information that 
helps a person understand pretty much the whole of what Spinoza's talking 
about. Because what Spinoza's trying to do for the people who go to the 
trouble of studying him and practicing what he preaches, he's trying to help 
them live a pleasurable life. You may think that's not possible, but it is 
possible. And he's saying that part of that pleasure can be derived by 
studying pain. Well, what most people do in life is go into denial about 
pain. We get all the ‘positive thinking’ types, and all they're thinking about 
is success and health and vitality and whatever else. When things don't go 
how they expect them to they experience a lot of pain because all their 
expectations are not met. Then the contrast between what they expected and 
what has happened is bigger than if they just had not bothered with all that 
stuff. Half your existence or half your experience will be pleasurable, and 
half will be painful. Life is like that. It's a zero-sum game. Half of it will be 
great, and half of it will be dreadful regarding pleasure and pain anyway. 


And once we understand that pleasure and pain are just integral parts of life 
then it makes sense, doesn't it, to find a way to deal with the pain that also 
generates pleasure insofar as it is possible to do that. I know it's not always 
possible, but it is in many situations. Spinoza says that understanding how 
the universe or nature inflicts pain can please us. This is the way he 
approaches the whole thing around emotions. Another quote from Spinoza: 

“T shall consider human actions and desires in the same manner, as 
though I were concerned with lines, planes, and solids.” 

“Thus the passions of hatred, anger, envy and so on, considered in 
themselves, follow from this same necessity and efficacy of nature. They 
are the answer to certain definite causes through which they are 
‘understood’ (important word) and possess certain properties as worthy of 
being known as the properties of anything else, whereof the contemplation 
in itself affords us delight.” 

Well there you go, this is the purely intellectual, detached study of the 
way the universe generates pain. Now here's one way the universe generates 
pain and if you're looking for something uplifting to read then turn the page 
now. This is not that. Go and listen to Tony Robbins or something. Here's 
one way the universe generates pain; when you are born, you are sentenced 
to death immediately. Your life will be a process of reaching some high 
point, around the age of twenty or twenty-five or there abouts and after that, 
there is a slow degeneration, which then happens more rapidly as you get 
older. It then happens very quickly when you get into your seventies or 
eighties. Along the way you will have emotional problems through 
relationships may be, you will have physical problems that cause you pain 
and maybe financial problems that threaten your security and all those kinds 
of things. This is the half of life we would rather not contemplate but 
actually by understanding how we are operating in those situations can be a 
source of pleasure. Let me give you an example. Say someone lost their job, 
their immediate emotional reaction will be something like “Oh my god, 
how am I going to pay the mortgage, how am I going to pay for the kids to 
go to school, health care...” whatever, and those things will start to happen. 
If at that point a person can remember that what they are experiencing is a 
diminishing in their sense of existence, and understand that this is how the 
whole game is set up, then they're not going to stop feeling worried and all 
these kind of things. All of a sudden there's another dimension in there and 
an understanding of what is going on from an objective point of view, 


instead of all the personal angst that would normally consume a person. 
That person is thinking “Yeah, my power has been diminished, I am going 
to feel crap, this is the way it works. There's no point pretending I'm not 
going to feel crap.” Feeling crap is just a natural follow-on from feeling 
pain. It's just the way it happens. But, that understanding is how the 
universe and your life works. Your survival instinct is driving everything, 
and when your survival is threatened in some way, by remembering this, 
you are going to create just a little bit of space within you to look at the 
whole thing objectively. If you do that on a fairly frequent basis, it offers a 
kind of escape route out of being consumed by the pain that you're in. You 
can study it and look at it in a more objective kind of way. I must emphasize 
this is an intellectual study and as far as Spinoza is concerned the emotions 
are essentially our fallen state. We are creatures of reason, or potentially 
creatures of reason and all the indulgence in the emotions is just a fallen 
state that takes us away from operating in a manner that is based on reason. 
You might then think ‘well, what is this reason he's talking about?’ The 
reason he's talking about is simple to understand. Reason as far as Spinoza 
is concemed is a motivation behind actions that are most beneficial for you. 
That’s it! He's not talking about logic; he's not talking about mathematics, 
he's not talking about physics or science. He's talking about how you can 
consider your situation at any moment in time and do the thing that is best 
for you. And then you start to say to yourself, ‘well what about everybody 
else?’ It's all included in the whole notion of reason. But let me consider 
another quote. He says “Thus the passions of hatred, anger, envy and so on, 
considered in themselves, follow from this same necessity and efficacy of 
nature.” For Spinoza, hatred, anger,envy, jealousy, ridicule, or any number 
of what we would call negative emotions, are just effects of natureLet's say 
we just lost our job and the guy across the road has just got a promotion and 
he's got himself a huge, great new car. Are you going to feel envious? Well, 
yes, possibly, particularly if you don't like him, and that is for Spinoza just 
natural law playing out. There's nothing wrong with that feeling of envy. 
But envy is a pain derived from hatred, and so it's useful to understand 
again that the other guy's survival has been enhanced, your survival has 
been diminished, and now you’re feeling this envy. I wish he hadn't got that 
car; I wish he were made jobless - this is just a natural reaction to that 
situation. If you can understand it without trying to modify it, then again 
you create a little bit of space that's an escape route to be able to get away 


from being consumed by that emotion. The emotion is going to stay, but 
you don't have to be consumed by it completely. 

Can contemplation of pain and suffering afford us delight? Yes, it can. I 
know that from my own experience. That doesn't mean that you are a 
masochist or sadomasochist, it says that you can separate out your 
intellectual appreciation of these things from the emotional response. For 
example, if you switch on the TV and you see something awful happening 
in Syria, it doesn't mean that you don't have any empathy. All it means is 
that you have, as well as the immediate empathic response, an intellectual 
understanding of these poor people whose lives have been diminished to the 
point where they're just so miserable and unhappy. You understand it from 
that point of view just like you might appreciate it for yourself. Many 
people object to Spinoza. They believe that what is called ‘negative 
emotions’ are essentially invalid, should not exist, and that's the way we 
tend to think about it. Spinoza says no, no, no all these emotions are going 
to happen. It’s just the same way that you might study geometry, and you 
find out that all the angles in a triangle are two right angles or something. It 
may sound like it's a little bit of the behavior of a psychopath, but it isn't. 
All we're doing is freeing ourselves up to some extent from the chains that 
bind us. The central chain that binds us is the desire to persist in our 
existence. If we can acquire skill and practice along these lines, of always 
looking at something from the point of view “is this enhancing or 
diminishing my or somebody else's existence,” then you get an intellectual 
understanding that has a certain degree of freedom associated with it. It's 
one of the most important things to come out of Spinoza's work. Anyway, I 
hope that's useful and that I conveyed the essence of that well enough. 


INNER POWER 


What I want to do is discuss the basics of creating one’s own personal 
power within. This power isn't Nietzsche type power; it's not superhero type 
power, it's creating something within yourself that is stable and strong, 
because until you have that, then you cannot go and take your elevator trip 
down to hell and see all the stuff that's going on within you. It will just 
disturb you too much. We need inner strength. No one else is going to give 
it to us. Don't go looking to your parents or your colleagues or your friends 
or your gurus or whoever else to provide you with this inner strength; this is 


something you have to build yourself and then it becomes yours. If you're 
reliant on somebody else’s words or deeds or opinions or whatever, then it's 
not yours, is it? I shall be drawing very heavily on Spinoza because he is 
the man where this is concerned. 

The problem with a lot of so-called spiritual work is that it is in deep 
denial of the nature of our existence. It just cannot say many things. It's 
going to get heavy-duty here in a little bit, so I'm going to warm you. 
Spinoza gives us what reality is about on a plate. He says there is no 
personal god, there is no purpose in the universe, and there is no moral 
code. You are a tiny thing in a vast universe and you are likely to be 
flattened at any moment in time. He doesn't use those words exactly, but 
those are the sentiments. Spinoza famously says that by virtue and power he 
means the same thing. If you look up in the dictionary what virtue means it 
isn't the same as what Spinoza means. In the dictionary, virtue is said to be 
high moral standards. Spinoza doesn't believe in morals; he doesn't even 
believe in right or wrong. Here we go, I did warn you. He's not talking 
about high moral standards, so what is he talking about then? He's talking 
about what the Stoics used to talk about, the Greek Stoics, virtue is an inner 
strength. Virtue and power are the same things. Power for what? The power 
to be what you are. That is the only power that you want. You don't want 
the power to be somebody else, you don't want the power to acquire a 
whole pile of stuff that's useless and irrelevant, you just want the ability to 
be what you are, and that sounds like it might be a short-term project or a 
trivial thing but it's neither of those things. It's quite a big thing to be what 
you are. It means that other people's opinions do not influence you, that you 
form your own understanding of things, that you have a being within 
yourself that is impervious to all the nonsense that's coming in from 
outside. Again I repeat, virtue and power is the same thing, the ability to be 
what you are. Spinoza goes even further in his writings where he says, for 
example, the power of a lion is to bring down a gazelle, rip its throat out 
and eat it. The ability of a strong man allows him to dominate and exploit 
weak people. Spinoza sees nothing wrong with this, other than those people 
that are used need to find their own power. 

Let's talk about the two ways you get power within yourself. The first 
one is through understanding. The Eastern traditions often give no real 
knowledge of the nature of existence - typically they give practices. Some 
people want facts and go the other way; they might want to understand 


cosmic consciousness or samadhi or something similar, but do they 
understand the nature of their animal origins? They want to ignore all that 
stuff because it's boring. They want something novel like samadhi. Now I'm 
going to give you here a very condensed version of the understanding of the 
nature of our existence. If you don't understand this, you will always suffer. 
Here goes. Every living creature in its very essence desires to survive. In 
Schopenhauer's terms, is driven by the will-to-life. And in Spinoza's words, 
the very essence of man is desire. The desire to survive is also the essence 
of every living thing. How do most living things survive? Well, they have to 
kill other living things and eat them to survive. That's just the way it works. 
We didn't set this game up. The animals that are part of this manifestation, 
and human beings, didn't set this whole thing up, it's just the way the entire 
game works. And we're stuck with it. Animals generally eat each other, and 
of course, we eat animals, and when you come to human beings, human 
beings then exploit each other. Why do they use each other? Because this 
will-to-life makes them feel that if they have more stuff, or some more 
money maybe, more power, more fame, more influence, then their existence 
is more assured. If you've got more money, then you can afford better health 
care or better food or whatever. You can have more leisure maybe. Human 
beings exploit each other to further their existence. When you go down to 
the mall and buy that cheap t-shirt or cheap pair of jeans you will 
conveniently forget that some little kid in some sweatshop in Indonesia is 
being paid a dollar a week to produce them and you are, and we all do, 
exploit each other in a conscious-less, and unconscionable way. And we do 
it because that's in our very genes, it's the thing that drives us, this drive to 
survive. If you can see a pair of jeans at five dollars and another pair of 
jeans that looks more or less the same at one hundred dollars, and in one 
case there's a little kid being paid one dollar a week to work on them, and in 
the other case people are being paid proper salaries, maybe a couple of 
hundred dollars a day, then you'll still go and buy the cheap jeans. The 
critical point here is that everything is exploiting everything else. It's the 
way the game is set up. 

I've quoted the following piece from Spinoza many times and what I 
want to do is quote it again. It's one of my favorite propositions of his, and 
it deals with all the kinds of emotions that people manifest in their attempts 
to dominate each other. Here's how it goes: 


“It follows that everyone is fond of narrating his own exploits and 
displaying both the force of his body and mind and also that for this reason, 
men are troublesome one to another.” 

We know that one don't we? Some boring git who's just been on some 
holiday to Peru or somewhere a bit exotic just isn't going to let you forget 
about it. They're going to tell you about it every five minutes. Well, of 
course, they are. If they're bragging to each other all the time, as Spinoza 
says, displaying the force of their body and mind, it's a display of power. 
You know the kind of thing - I've got this car, I've been to this restaurant, 
I've been on this holiday. That's what people do; they piss over each other 
all day. And Spinoza's just calling it out. You know he doesn't use that word 
obviously, but that's what he's saying. And men are troublesome one to 
another because they do this all the time. Do not expect what you might call 
reasonable, polite behavior from people, it's not in there most of the time. 
Occasionally you'll meet somebody who'll behave like that, but most of the 
time you're dealing with people who are desperate to display their power. If 
that means disempowering you, they will do it. Accept it. Stop being 
disappointed by people's behavior. It's ridiculous. You need to accept the 
way people behave - this is the way they act. And I'll quote more of Spinoza 
to elaborate on the point. From the same proposition, Number 55 in Part 3 
of The Ethics. 

“Again it follows that men are naturally envious.” 

Spinoza is telling us there that man’s natural state is one of envy. That 
person's got a more beautiful car; I hate him. That person's got a better 
pension than me; I hate him. That woman looks more glamorous than 
another woman, she hates her. Envy is our daily bread - and if you've not 
seen that in yourself then you must be just unconscious. You need to start 
looking at what is going on inside yourself. More from Spinoza: 

“Again it follows that men are naturally envious, rejoicing in the 
shortcomings of their equals and feeling pain at their virtues.” 

Schadenfreude. Experiencing joy when someone suffers misfortune. 
Rejoicing at their shortcomings and feeling pain at their virtues. When 
somebody else experiences an increase in power, and we're talking about 
power as being able to manifest in life as you want to, we feel envy. Oh my 
God, he's just won the lottery look at the big house he's just bought, and 
whatever else. And yet more from Spinoza: 


“For whenever a man conceives his own actions he is affected with 
pleasure in proportion as his actions display more perfection and he 
conceives them more distinctly, that is in proportion as he can distinguish 
them from others and regard them as something special.” 

Well, we all want to be something special, don't we? We want to be 
something special in the eyes of other people. If there are no other people 
around, we won't give a dam about trying to be unique. Why are we trying 
to be special? Because we want approval from other people, all the other 
chimps in the chimp park, we want their approval. Ridiculous. Forget about 
other people's approval; it's not worth anything. And yet, the whole of 
society is driven by that. So, "therefore a man will take most pleasure in 
contemplating himself when he contemplates some quality which he denies 
to others." Well, of course, you do, don't you? You don't want anybody else 
to have your special features. 

“But if that which he affirms of himself be attributable to the idea of 
man or animals, in general, he will not be so greatly pleased. He will on the 
contrary feel pain if he conceives that his own actions fall short when 
compared with those of others. This pain he will endeavor to remove by 
putting a wrong construction on the actions of his equals or by as far as he 
can and embellishing his own.” 

There you go. I could write endlessly about that proposition, but I'm not 
going to do. What I've just written there is a description of the whole of 
society. It's a description of people trying to piss on each other with their 
power. And this is the way it works, and when you understand that, when 
you really appreciate it, when you've seen it in yourself, when you've seen 
yourself doing it, it loses its power and really you couldn't give a damn 
about what other people do or what they approve of or what they don't 
approve of. This understanding gives you your inner power and your sense 
of freedom. Because when people are depressed, they're depressed because 
they have no power. It's as simple as that. Somehow society, or some 
individual, or maybe a group of individuals has diminished their power, and 
when someone has reduced power they feel depressed, it's just the way it 
works. People have to start creating their inner strength. What is it that I 
want, and there is no reason why I shouldn't go and get it if it doesn't break 
the law and doesn't harm somebody else. 

You need to understand that we are in a big chimp park and the chimps 
will piss all over each other as much as they are allowed to do so, and that's 


the way it works. Occasionally you will meet someone who doesn't operate 
like that, and that is like tasting the nectar of God. But you have to get used 
to the idea that human beings are so insecure, so inadequate, so lacking in 
power in themselves that they are desperately seeking your approval by 
bragging to you and trying to get you to approve of their fantastic new car 
or house or holiday. That's the first part, understanding. And that 
understanding will not come from this; I'm just trying to give you a taste of 
what that understanding might be. That is number one - understanding. 
Number two, an observing I. This practice, in essence, is 
straightforward but it's possibly the most challenging thing that you will 
ever do in your life, and here's how it should work. Let's say that 
somebody's putting you down and you begin to feel a bit angry. Say your 
boss is saying this is terrible work and he can't use it, go and do it again. 
You're feeling a bit annoyed maybe; maybe you're feeling a bit sad - 
whatever emotions are coming up. Well, instead of reacting, instead of 
going back to your desk and cursing, well you can curse if you want, but 
instead of going to your workmates and spewing it all out saying your boss 
is areal shit, sit with that feeling. Sit with that feeling of being angry and 
hurt because what you need to develop is the ability to sit with any of the 
emotions that arise within you. You are not in control of those emotions. 
You are buffeted about by the environment, by other people, by things. I 
live in an earthquake zone. If there's an earthquake tomorrow I may be 
flattened, maybe somebody I care for will get crushed, and there's nothing I 
can do about that, and that will impact me emotionally very much. We live 
in a world where we are always bumping up against other things, and they 
will influence us. People, events, whatever, so we have to be able to sit with 
whatever is going on within us, and when we sit with it, we build up within 
us an inner strength to be able to bear things. That is the important thing, 
this internal muscle, the ability to endure what is happening in our life. This 
observing I sits with what's going on. If you're feeling envious because so- 
and-so has just got a job promotion and you wanted it, sit with that feeling 
of envy and do not judge it. Every emotion you have is legit. It's not 
something that's wrong. These emotions are our true immediate response to 
the environment; they are not to be judged. They are true; they're real. You 
feel that emotion, you sit with it, try and feel it in your body. You don't 
judge it, and you don't try and make it go away, you don't try to change it. It 
sounds simple. It isn't simple. It may take a person years to master that 


particular practice. But what happens is you start to develop an inner 
strength to bear any emotion, and you create a little bit of distance between 
this I within you that can observe these things and all the things that are 
going on. Even though something quite dreadful may be going on, there's 
also a part of you that's just sitting back and looking and feeling and not 
judging and not wanting to change. These emotions have energy and what 
you eventually want to do is suck up that energy, because that energy allows 
something within you to grow. 

Mr. Gurdjieff used to call this kind of work the work to create a 
permanent I within a man. I don't give a damn about a permanent I, but I do 
attribute a great deal of value to the ability not to be buffeted about by life 
and to suffer at every least event that happens, and that is why I'm 
reasonably happy taking the escalator down to hell and poking around down 
there. Some of the ideas and the realizations that you come up with when 
you go down there and look around are disturbing but you know, I've been 
doing this work for a long time, so I have the inner fortitude to feel what I'm 
feeling and suck it up. Just feel it because that energy's useful. And the 
observing I is something you have to develop. It's an inner thing that most 
people don't have. They don't have it because they've never bothered to 
create one. As Mr. Gurdjieff says, those who don't plant seeds when they 
are young have nothing to harvest when they get older. And that's the kind 
of timescales we are talking about with developing these things. 


IF YOU DON'T TRY TO CHANGE, EVERYTHING WILL 
CHANGE 


Almost to a person, the idea that reason can somehow change the emotions 
creates quite a bit of resistance, and that resistance is entirely justified 
because it can't. I want to clarify the whole situation that we're in - it's cut 
into two bits - Phenomena and Being: 

Phenomena, the phenomenal world, everything that you experience is 
the phenomenal world. The average person lives in a world of phenomena 
and pretty much nothing else. You know, my dogs live in a world of 
phenomena. It's food time, so they're happy, go outside in the rain and have 
a shit, and they're not happy. It's just pure reactions to the environment all 
the time. They're part of the physical world, and they react to it as 


circumstances dictate. Sometimes, they are happy and sometimes they are 
not, and that's how most of us live. Things are going well, and we're 
delighted, things not going well, and we are unhappy. This world of 
phenomena is a world of doing. If your roof is leaking you will go and fix 
it, | assume anyway. If you have an infection, then you will go to the 
doctors. It's just this persistent world of doing, a world of cause and effect, a 
world of trying to order things to our own best advantage most of the time. 
It's a world where there's no reflection, as Socrates said, 'the unexamined 
life is not worth living.’ Well, I think quite a few people enjoy living an 
unexamined life, but it does have its problems. You can live an unexamined 
life reasonably well as long as things go kind of OK. When they're not 
going OK, then you will suffer and whether they're going OK or not will be 
down to luck at the end of the day. You can't determine whether some 
unfortunate thing is going to happen, or whether next week you're going to 
win the lottery. You can't predict those things. 

As far as we're concerned, this world of phenomena is driven by desires 
and appetite. The primary desire as I've said many, many times is the desire 
to exist, the hope to survive, and that drives pretty much everything else. 
The emotions in the main are derived from this desire to live - things are 
going well, and you're happy, things not going well and you're unhappy. It's 
all mechanical, and the emotions are nothing special; they are just reactions 
to the environment. If we're affected in a good way, then we think things are 
great, and if we're not changed in a good way, then we think things are bad. 
It's all mechanical; it's just like a big machine churning along, this visible 
world, the physical world, existence. It produces mechanical suffering or 
automatic happiness, but nothing is going on there that is looking at what's 
happening. 

This is one way to live. That is how the universe uses our life. Well, 
how else is it going to use it? It's just a person being buffeted about by 
living with no real awareness of what's happening. People fulfill their 
function, typically to create the next generation, to have kids and provide a 
home for them, and for them to produce the next generation so they can 
then, in turn, deliver the generation after that. We see that as futile and 
pointless, which from the human point of view it certainly seems, or we can 
take the belief that the universe is much bigger and operates according to its 
laws, and maybe there's stuff that we don't understand. Perhaps there isn't; 
maybe it indeed is futile? But there are lots of people who say that "well 


actually, maybe this big meat machine called planet earth is fulfilling some 
function?” And perhaps it is, I don't know. Either way, the result is the 
same. We live a mechanical life, we suffer, and we die. 

Now, note the words 'Being' and 'Doing.' Because 'Being' is not, or does 
not share the same characteristics as 'Doing.' Doing is always a cause and 
effect thing, and it's always mechanical. Doing is from our point of view, 
intervening all the time in what's happening. If I'm thirsty, I go and get a 
drink of water; I do something, I intervene in that situation, I don't just sit 
with the thirst, I go and get a drink of water. To make the point, the world of 
phenomena is the world of emotions. Your emotions are mechanical, and 
they will happen in the way they happen, and your emotions will always 
dictate what you do at a phenomenal level. But there is a part of us that can 
observe, Being. I've got a list of words here that I put together to try and 
convey this thing of Being - Observing, Reasoning, Understanding, 
Sensing, Inner, No Intervention, Freedom, Joy. Your Reason and Being has 
no power; we're not talking about something here that is interventionist. 
Being is something that is yours, but it's not part of the cause and effect 
chain in life, it cannot intervene in life. If there's a 40-ton truck heading 
your way and you're in the middle of the road, Being cannot help you with 
that. 

Similarly, if you have just lost someone that you love a great deal and 
you are in deep grief, Being cannot help you with that either. What the hell 
is the interest in Being? There is a very thin line dividing Doing and Being, 
and I'll get on to Being in some detail in a moment. The guy who first 
brought Zen to the West, DT Suzuki, was asked: "what is the result of all 
these years of Zen training?" He said in response, "two inches of 
separation." 

That two inches of separation is everything; it means that something 
within you has a certain kind of freedom. You may still be in deep grief; 
you may decide to eat ice cream though you don't want all that sugar and fat 
because the emotions and the desires determine your life at the phenomenal 
level. But something within you is watching it. It's not intervening; it's just 
understanding. Let me go through these terms because many people that 
I've spoken with and had a dialogue with have said that when I say, ‘a man 
of reason,’ they immediately think 'oh nobody can be a man of reason.’ 
Reason has failed us terribly as a mechanism to try and address the 
problems of the world. 


Reason is a personal thing, it's not something out there that's going to 
change the world, the world will go the way it goes, and you have authors 
like John Grey, that wrote a book called Straw Dogs who says that reason 
hasn't got us anywhere. Well, of course, it hasn't got us anywhere, that isn't 
the role of reason. When I say reason, I'm not talking about reason as 
applied to the world. However external reason means that we're not all 
suffering from a toothache and infested with parasites and die from minor 
infections and we live in, (most of us anyway) warm safe houses, and so on. 
I'm not talking about that kind of reason. The reason I'm talking about is the 
ability to form ideas or to create an understanding of how the world works. 
That understanding does have a certain amount of power, but I'll come onto 
that in a moment too. When I talk about reason I'm talking about something 
that is personal to you, it has no power. All the power is in the phenomenal 
world. How strange to have something that has no power. Reason has no 
power to change anything. 

I'll give an example of reason. I've already mentioned that all your 
emotions are linked to the idea that we want to survive. I don't think most 
people would argue with that; you do want to endure. And, as a result of 
that, your body and your emotions (your emotions are in the body not in 
your mind) in the world of phenomena are everything. That's what you are, 
a body. When you become ill then your mood will change, you might 
become depressed. Or if you lose a load of money and your security is 
threatened, you will become anxious. If you win an amount of money, you'll 
become happy. I've been over this many, many times and it's pivotal, it's 
central. If you understand this (and here we are talking about the 
understanding), then you will create a particular little bit of space between 
what is going on in the world and what is happening within you, that 'two 
inches of separation.’ By the way, I should say that that two inches of 
separation can take a lifetime to create and even then, it will get breached. 
When something truly awful happens, you will be affected, and no amount 
of Being will stop it. The world of phenomena may swamp your Being, but 
even so, in many situations, your Being will give you a certain kind of inner 
freedom. There's a certain level of inner freedom got from understanding 
that when you are happy it is because your body is just saying 'I like this, I 
like having lots of money, or ‘I like having a good meal’, or ‘I like good 
sex’, or ‘I like...', you know whatever it is - anything that is to do with 
survival and procreation and all that stuff. 


The art of this, of course, is to be able to observe all that. Literally, just 
when you in the heights of euphoria, to be able to step back a little bit and 
say, ‘Oh yeah, I'm like this, because my body likes this’, 'I've just been 
awarded the Nobel Prize’ or something and 'I'm famous, and everybody 
likes me,' and 'my existence is more assured’. Equally when you are down, 
then you step back a little bit from it and say 'I'm depressed because I've 
lost my job' or whatever it is. You can only observe your emotional state if 
you sense it, that's how it goes. You have to be able to sense the emotions in 
your body if you want to observe them. Otherwise, you're just in your 
imagination. Your emotions are in your body, so you need to be able to 
sense your body, it's as simple as that, or as difficult as that. There are 
things you can do to fine-tune your sensitivity to your body so that you can 
observe its state. Then, you need to understand. ‘Well, why do I feel pissed 
off?’ And I've given some examples of that, so I'm not going to go through 
it all again. 

The significant thing here is (the book on self-observation by Red Hawk 
majors on these points) that when you're observing, you do not try and 
intervene. If you're pissed off, you experience the feeling of being pissed 
off. Don't say to yourself ‘well, being pissed off is wrong, I should be 
happy.’ Experience that feeling of being pissed off, get really into it. Again, 
it's in your body, so your attention needs to be in your body. All of this is 
within you; you're not modifying anything in the world at all. In a sense, 
you're not interested in the world; the world can go to hell, it can do 
whatever it wants. You are just sat there looking, trying to apply reason to 
what is happening for the sole purpose of creating a correct understanding 
of what is happening. Understanding has power; it has the power to free 
you. The more you understand, the freer you will be. But it's crucial that 
you do not try and intervene in the world, from the level of being. It's not 
what being is about. If you are intervening you are doing, so you are back in 
the world of phenomena. 

I mentioned a book by Red Hawk above, who suggests not intervening 
and also not judging. If you are angry, then you are angry. End of story. If 
your mum told you that being angry was wrong or you read it in a book that 
being angry is wrong, then you know you need to realize that any emotion 
you have is your authentic response to the environment. Any ideas that you 
have around that emotion regarding trying to modify it, or judge it, is stuff 
that you just picked up from the environment. It's not what you are. Those 


ideas that anger is wrong, or lust is sinful, or whatever emotions you happen 
to be experiencing are wrong, or beautiful, (the other side of it), are just 
emotions, they are only part of the phenomenal world. It's just you who are 
manifesting in the phenomenal world. If you are wholly in the phenomenal 
world, then you are only a machine, good things will happen to you, and 
bad things will happen to you. You will get to the end of your life and, poof, 
you die. At the end of life, typically people tend to get a little bit bitter and 
more resentful. Why? Because they had all kinds of expectations and things 
didn't go how they wanted. If you don't want to grow old and bitter, then 
you need to do something like this, because it creates a particular kind of 
inner freedom with which comes an inner joy. It's your power; nobody can 
take it away from you. I think I've probably mentioned this before, but the 
book Fooled by Randomness by Taleb, who is inclined towards the Stoics, 
particularly Seneca, says ‘when the executioner comes, make sure you've 
had a good shave, and you are wearing your best suit.’ In other words, you 
are active within yourself. 

The thing to take away from this is; if you are Doing, you are in the 
world of phenomena. If you're trying to change something, you're in the 
world of phenomena. If you are observing, trying to understand through 
reasoning, sensing, not intervening, then you're in the world of Being. Most 
people don't have a world of Being, so I know I'm appealing to a somewhat 
small audience here. 


BE CAREFUL OF WHAT YOU LOVE 


I suppose I should start by quoting from Spinoza: 

“... all happiness or unhappiness depends solely on the quality of the 
object to which we are bound by love.” 

Love is simply the feeling we have toward someone or something that 
gives us pleasure. It is not uncommon to hear someone say “I love my car” 
or some such thing. And of course, people love others that give them 
pleasure. It would be a very odd situation if someone loved a person who 
dished out pain. 

In one of the few autobiographical parts of his work, Spinoza states very 
clearly that he saw “the hollowness and futility of everything that is 
encountered in daily life ...”. As a result, he sought something that would 
deliver “continuous and supreme joy to all eternity.” 


What Spinoza proposes to us in his works is that we transcend 
ourselves. If you think about it, this is not a particularly silly idea. We are 
born, experience transient pleasures and pains, and eventually grow old, 
sick, and then die. Only a fool would invest the whole of their attention on a 
rotting bag of flesh, and yet this is the default way people live their lives. 

The question then naturally arises as to where we might invest our 
attention. For Spinoza, it was on the infinite and eternal, although this 
doesn’t particularly help us. The starting point is somewhat more modest. 
So that our attention is not consumed in our day to day dramas and 
fascinations, we need to understand our emotional nature and how we 
respond to things. This is not a trivial work, and until we have some 
understanding and skills in this area any additional work will simply be in 
the imagination. The real power is always in the emotions, and as Spinoza 
states, someone who does not have a handle on their emotional nature is in 
bondage. 

But let’s imagine that someone has worked to understand their emotions 
and has developed the ability to consume their emotions instead of being 
consumed by them. Such a person will have established just a little bit of 
space between their emotional nature and their understanding. This is not 
the goal, but it is what happens. This leaves the attention and intelligence 
free to consider other things. As such we can start to look at the world 
beyond our own immediate concerns. Gurdjieff said that objective reason 
requires that we extend our vision and understanding beyond our subjective 
experience and embrace as much understanding of the totality of existence 
as we can. This needs to happen in a way that brings pleasure because if we 
experience pleasure we will love our understanding. And guess what? We 
have now identified with something much larger than us and can leave our 
temporal, pain-ridden existence to do what it does. We also get a 
perspective on human existence; described by Spinoza as nothing more than 
a speck. 

So in summary, if all your attention is directed toward yourself you will 
suffer the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune. However if your 
pleasure is found in things beyond your own insignificant existence, you 
will be less prone to the fate of a tiny finite creature. You will of course die, 
but a quote from Einstein sums the whole thing up very nicely: 

The most beautiful emotion we can experience is the mystical. It is the 
power of all true art and science. He to whom this emotion is a stranger, 


who can no longer wonder and stand rapt in awe, is as good as dead. To 
know that what is impenetrable to us really exists, manifesting itself as the 
highest wisdom and the most radiant beauty, which our dull faculties can 
comprehend only in their most primitive forms — this knowledge, this 
feeling, is at the center of true religiousness. In this sense, and in this sense 
only, I belong to the rank of devoutly religious men 


SWITCH IT OFF 


You may have noticed that you do not worry while you are asleep. People 
can have anxiety based dreams, but generally speaking when the conscious 
mind closes down, so does thought. While we place the conscious mind on 
a pedestal, it is only the end point for subconscious drives, and all these 
drives derive in some way from the desire to survive. In fact the role for the 
conscious mind is simply that of navigating the external world so that we 
survive in an adequate manner. Think about it. Most of our daily activity is 
concerned with earning money, finding a mate, getting shelter and food, and 
striving to become part of a social group (safety in numbers). We may 
spend some of our time being entertained — cinema, opera, concerts, 
philosophy — and so on, but the majority of our daily actions are concerned 
with survival. 

The reason we are such a successful species is that this waking 
consciousness is like an amplifier. Maybe we get fired resulting in 
cascading thoughts about paying the mortgage, and finding another job. 
Dozens of job applications, sleepless nights worrying about paying the bills, 
frantic activity until another job is found. This amplifier goes into 
overdrive, working out all the combinations of circumstances and finding 
potential solutions. A hungry dog on the other hand simply goes hunting, 
and if it fails to catch a rabbit it will just keep hunting until it either dies or 
successfully catches some prey. Its waking consciousness is far less 
developed and so it cannot amplify events in the hope of resolving them. 

This amplifier, which we call our mind, is inherently anxious. The more 
it thinks about things the more energy it expends, more anxiety is created 
and resolution may or may not happen. The ideal solution is to police this 
monster in our heads and switch it off when we feel that thoughts are 
simply running away with themselves and serving no useful purpose. 
Obviously we cannot ignore the callings of the survival drive, but we can 


switch the mind off when further thought would serve no useful purpose. 
Meditation is useful in this respect, as is watching a movie, getting stoned — 
or whatever. The important thing to realize is that our mind is an anxiety 
machine designed to serve the needs of the survival drive. To live a 
reasonable life we need to learn to switch it off when it has served its 
purpose. 


HOW TO ACHIEVE NOTHING 


One of the most exciting things I ever read on the nature of work on oneself 
is that however you come into the work, whatever it is that's motivating you 
to get involved, this is the very thing that will work against you once you're 
in the work. It's a bitch isn't it? If you are crazy for knowledge, as indeed I 
was, then that drive is the very thing that will work against you once you're 
in there. And that's a difficult situation. Some people come in because 
maybe they feel some devotional or emotional attraction. It’s the very thing 
that will stop them moving on. In my case, it was intellectual ambition, a 
desire to understand everything with my head. I had a somewhat hard time 
with all of that. Anyway, this is the way it is for most people. They come 
into the work with one set of characteristics, and it's those very 
characteristics that surely and slowly, over time, that have to die. The 
strange thing about all this work is that you know you're getting somewhere 
when you're not achieving anything. I'm not just saying that to be smart; it 
happens to be a truth. Let's talk about achievement for a moment. If you 
want to achieve something, then obviously you have some ambition. If you 
have ambition, it's driven by desire, and you’re not going to go anywhere 
while you're full of desire because desires are the very things that will keep 
you away from any inner peace or contentment, or ability to sit with 
yourself. Most people cannot even bear to spend an hour with themselves; 
they're just full of all kinds of agitations, all sorts of desires, things like ‘go 
and do some shopping,’ ‘go and meet my friend,’ ‘go and have a coffee,’ or 
whatever it is. 

These achievements or desires are very, very, varied. One person may 
have a desire for peace, and so they go off and learn meditation, will 
meditation bring peace? Well, yes, while you're meditating certainly, you 
can experience some very, very nice states. But within ten to fifteen minutes 
of coming out of it, and somebody's run a key down the side of your car, 


you probably won’t be feeling all that peaceful. Some people are 
devotional, they want to give themselves to some bigger entity somehow. 
I'm not decrying these things, and it's a very noble thing to do, but will they 
get there just by feeling that? I don't think so, they might do, but we're back 
to desires. While you have the desire to do that, you're not going to get 
there. In fact, acommon theme that runs through all the undertakings and 
the accounts of what saints have achieved is that they all say pretty much 
the same thing; until the desires are subdued, there's no point trying to do 
anything, even meditating. Of course, a lot of people go into it with some 
goal in view when they meditate. They want to experience peace, or maybe 
they even want to experience Samadhi, or whatever. Are they going to 
experience that? With some desire driving it absolutely not, it's the nature of 
the beast. The thing that drives us into these things is the very thing that 
will stop us from achieving anything. And then you get people who read 
lots of books, I've certainly been guilty of that. If you’re a book reader, you 
go from Kabbalah to Zen to Buddhism to esoteric Christianity to 
Gnosticism to whatever. You will read and know books on chakras and 
books on meditation and the next book is always the one that will do it. The 
next book is always the one that's got the key that you need to actually 
achieve something. And of course, as we just stated, achievement is equal 
to ambition and ambition is equal to desire. So, are you actually going to 
get anything when you're driven like that? No, you're not. Then you get all 
the kind of self-help stuff, making positive affirmations and visualizations 
and all that kind of thing. Which, if anything was the work of the anti- 
Christ, because all they're doing is firing up desires so that people get into 
an even more frantic state. Many people have to go down to the gym for 
two hours every day to try and burn it off. 

I started with saying that what brings you into spiritual work or work on 
self is the very thing that will stop you. How on earth do you work against 
that tendency? Well of course ‘you’ cannot work against it, this is where 
you need outside help. Here are a few notes on finding a teacher, and the 
word ‘teacher’ is very, very over-rated. Most of the people who are 
involved in this have got their own battles going on, but maybe they know a 
bit more then you, and if they are a real teacher, they will learn from you. It 
won't be that they are the fountain of all knowledge and you are some dumb 
ass. There will be some learning on behalf of the teacher and hopefully 
some learning on behalf of the guy who’s trying to learn from the teacher. 


But here's a few bits of advice. One is that you need never, ever, ever, ever 
tolerate any coercion or abusive behavior, just never, ever accept it. For 
example, if part of the school you're involved with means dancing crazily 
around the floor with everybody else and you don't want to do it, then you 
need to feel OK about not doing it. If there's somebody there that tries to 
make you feel bad because you're not joining in, then walk out. Tell them to 
go fuck themselves. So, allow no form of coercion. A lot of people put 
Gurdjieff up on a pedestal. Gurdjieff ruined a lot of people's lives. If you've 
read the book by Fritz Peters, who was a small boy when he met Gurdjieff, 
and as soon as Gurdjieff took him under his wing Gurdjieff said go out and 
mow that lawn in an hour. It was a large lawn, so Fritz Peters went out and 
cut the grass and eventually got it down to an hour. When he had done that, 
Gurdjieff would say well go and mow those two lawns in an hour. So, this 
little kid was getting all anxious and felt he had to do it because he felt that 
by doing these things he pleased the one adult that he had in his life - and of 
course, when he grew up he's totally messed up with multiple nervous 
breakdowns, and all kinds of psychological problems. 

So, yes, to go back to the teacher, do not ever, ever, ever work witha 
teacher that is any way coercive. Do not work with someone who is filling 
you up with bullshit. You need to be emptied out, not filled up. So, if 
someone is providing a way for you to see stuff within yourself and by 
discovering it you start to defuse the intensity of it, then that's good work. 
But if you've got someone who's filling you up with all kinds of theories - 
you should do this, and you should do that and whatever, walk out because 
it's not the way it works. 

Unfortunately, the literature today is full of all kinds of heroic nonsense. 
This kind of work is not heroic; it's very, very gentle, it's very subtle, it’s 
very light. If it's not gentle, subtle and light and above all non-violent, then 
basically go and find somebody else. The main work is to put everything 
that is going on within you under the spotlight of consciousness, and I've 
talked about self-observation, which is essentially the primary way that you 
do work. Unfortunately, it does involve some trips into what you might call 
‘hell.’ Jacob Boehme, the middle ages Christian mystic said, and he was 
right, if you want to get to heaven then you have to travel through hell. 
Well, what is hell? Hell is all the stuff within you that you are in denial of. 
And I'm aware that I’ve said things that might be challenging for some 
people, but you have to take that journey through all the things within you 


that have been repressed, and you have to take the journey through the 
world, through both the horrors and the delights. In truth, they're both the 
same thing, and you have to see it all. That requires a lot of bravery and 
some preparation. The bottom line is that the point you need to get to is the 
point where when you work you are not achieving anything, and you're not 
achieving anything because you have no desire to achieve anything. What is 
there to achieve? Achievement and desire just a cover over what you are, 
which is essentially calm, unadulterated being. 


ON HAVING NO PURPOSE 


Purpose is a human invention. The universe has no purpose and is eternally 
free. 

Goal-oriented people who try to cover their inner emptiness with 
constant activity and positive thinking may not find this section particularly 
interesting. I suggest you skip forward now if that is your mindset. We're 
going to be talking about purpose and as the title suggests, there is no 
purpose to the universe or in fact anything. Purpose is a purely human 
construction and most people fabricate a purpose. They create a purpose 
because it allows them to constantly be involved in activity so that they 
avoid sinking down into themselves to see what's there and all the horrors 
that might exist there. So before I get into this whole thing of purpose I 
need to talk about the nature of the universe, God or Nature, whatever word 
you want to use, because we don't know what nature, the universe or God 
is. And in fact that kind of negative statement is a liberating thing and 
hopefully you'll see why in a moment. 

Firstly let me say that we perceive the universe through our five senses. 
It's a wholly inadequate representation. It's one that to a large extent our 
brain creates for us and so when we think we know the universe because 
we're a part of it and we look out into the skies, look at trees and we look at 
all the things that are happening around us, we think that somehow we 
know the universe. But we don't. What we actually know are two things. 
We know the world of physicality - the world of three dimensions and time. 
That's the way we perceive the world and if you've ever read Kant you'll 
know that he says that time and space are properties of our consciousness. 
They're not properties of what's out there. Now even if you forget all the 
philosophy and you turn to physics, which is something that I studied for 


several years when I was a young man, you'll find that the universe is not 
what it appears. Einstein for example had to treat the world as a four- 
dimensional object to derive his theory of relativity, special relativity 
particularly. And special relativity says things like, if someone travels away 
from you at a very high velocity near the speed of light then their time will 
move much more slowly than yours and possibly when they get back they 
might have aged by, let's say a month, but you might have aged by 50 years. 
It's not intuitive is it? And it was a great work by Einstein to figure all that 
out. It's all proved, there's no doubt about this happening. On jet airplanes 
that travel around the world the clocks have to be adjusted every now and 
then because they are traveling at a reasonable, although not particularly 
high speed compared to the speed of light, but it's enough just to make 
small difference on the clocks and so they have to be adjusted. 

We don't really know what this physical world is. Quantum mechanics 
tells us that things never really exist until we look at them. And I'm not 
going to get into all the philosophical debate around all that, but strange 
things happen in quantum mechanics. Things can appear where they 
shouldn't appear. There's a whole realm of strange behavior there as well. 
It's now believed that 95% of the universe consists of matter that we cannot 
detect at all. It's called dark matter and dark energy. And what we call 
empty space has a mass, it weighs something. Empty space weighs 
something. Physics shows us that the whole universe is a lot weirder and 
stranger then we can ever imagine it to be, and as we look further it gets 
stranger and weirder. And this is just the world of physical things. Then we 
get to the world of thought which is the other world that we inhabit - the 
world of thought and consciousness. And that too we hardly know. We 
hardly know it in the main because we remain at a superficial level of 
consciousness and awareness. Our ideas and our thoughts, for most of us 
anyway, don't go beyond thinking about our career, our partners, our 
hobbies, our holidays, whatever it is that occupies our mind most of the 
time. Ideas about the nature of the universe such as the ones I've expressed, 
broaden our horizon a little bit. We need these ideas because they liberate us 
from our own little prison - our own little self-made hell that is a result of 
our animal nature. Our primary drive is to survive, which means that we 
focus on earning money, mating and making sure that everything is, as far 
as possible, secure and safe. That's what we do most of the time. And life 
doesn't allow us to exist in a wholly safe state because we're all going to die 


at some point, and most of us are going to become ill, and maybe our 
partner will leave or whatever else might happen in life. All these things do 
not allow us to really sit safely in our own little cocoon and so we become 
neurotic. Let's not pretend that we understand what nature or the universe is 
because the universe has many, many, many dimensions and I'm not talking 
about dimensions of space and time. We know thoughts and consciousness 
and we know physical reality. And that's it. But there is no reason why there 
might not be infinite of these modes of existence, and we know nothing 
about the rest of them. Physics tries to give us a bit of a view on it because 
string theory for example, which is the favorite candidate to create a theory 
of everything, postulates eleven dimensions. Totally beyond our 
imagination, it's purely mathematics, but even there at the end of the day 
we're talking about eleven dimensions in the physical universe. 

Let's not pretend that we know what the universe is, what God might be 
and what nature is because we don't. We are almost totally ignorant, we 
know enough to survive and we know enough to try and make our lives as 
comfortable and is reasonable as possible. And that's about it. Now when 
we think about God many people think of a being that has some kind of 
volition, some kind of choice. Spinoza's very, very clearly that the universe 
manifests necessarily. Very important word. There's no choice involved. 
The universe manifests as it manifests with no design, no purpose, no end 
goal - it manifests necessarily and necessarily means that at each moment it 
exists in the only way it might possibly exist. There is no contingency, only 
necessity. Now if you think about that a little bit you'll find that you can ask 
questions such as "was what has happened in Syria recently necessary?" 
And the answer is of course yes. The second world war, and the deaths of 
50 million people if you include Stalin's purges, was that necessary? The 
answer is yes. This is a manifestation of nature, the universe, God, whatever 
term you want to use. And people don't like that, they don't like the idea 
that God, who is an entity that does not manifest in a way where choice is 
involved, is the cause of all these awful things. This is reality. Most people 
turn to religion because they want comfort. You'll find no comfort however 
in contemplating reality. God is not some anthropomorphic entity that 
thinks about things and says "oh yeah I'd like a few planets over there and 
some galaxies over there and oh I'll create this law of gravity." There's none 
of that. That the universe exists necessarily means that it is just a pure 
manifestation of the nature of existence, or the nature of God. These things 


are hard to understand but they are life changing if you really understand 
them, and they'll change your whole approach to life. The universe does not 
exist for the sake of an end, the universe has no purpose, there's no end in 
view, so neither does it act for the sake of an end. The earth, your life, my 
life, nature on this planet, our galaxy, none of it exists for a purpose. It is 
just a pure manifestation. Purpose is a purely human invention, and in any 
case aS you may or may not know, our galaxy the Milky Way, is due to 
collide with Andromeda in about two billion years. Of course there will be 
mayhem on a grand cosmic scale. Although when you consider that there 
are four trillion galaxies in the universe then it will be as nothing. Locally it 
will be mayhem but in the context of the whole universe, nothing. 

If the universe has no purpose, if the universe if a pure manifestation of 
being, a manifestation that is necessary in its nature, then that is also the 
nature of our lives. Now because we are not infinite beings, there are things 
we have to do. The idea of purpose in human life is useful but 
fundamentally unfounded. You may go to college to gain some qualification 
because you want to earn a reasonable amount of money in some better- 
paid job - well that's clearly some kind of purpose. But it's only one kind of 
purpose, its a life serving purpose, it serves the purpose of your existence, 
your physical existence, making sure that it continues. In reality if you were 
to ask a cat hunting a rat or a mouse whether it was fulfilling some kind of 
purpose, and if it could answer then I think it would probably say "no I just 
hunt mice that's what I do." There's no purpose it's just a manifestation of its 
nature, and so this desire to survive is just part of our nature, it's not 
something we've created as such, it's not a purpose as such, it's just part of 
the nature of existence. 


ABANDON HEROISM 


Big boys don’t cry — or so they are told. Girls may get similar programming 
in the form of ‘be sensible’ or ‘grow up.’ The preference for heroism starts 
at an early age, and from society’s point of view it is advantageous — it 
makes us tolerate all kinds of crap that maybe we wouldn’t do otherwise. 
The British are particularly good at this with their stiff-upper-lip. Society as 
a whole promotes all kinds of hero — entrepreneurs, celebrities and of 
course military personnel. To gain self-worth many young people feel they 
have to emulate the hero, and indeed society is not reluctant to bestow 


honors on the hero. What isn’t so visible is the price that is paid to be a hero 
and the millions of people who do not make it to hero status who as a result 
feel inadequate to some extent. 

Well, society is one thing, and we might expect nothing better of 
mammon. However, for those pursuing so-called spiritual, religious and 
even philosophical activities, the hero dynamic is still in play. It can take 
particularly pathetic forms in some groups and movements, and I know of 
one group of people where heroism equated to how much chicken shit one 
could move in a given period of time. More generally the heroes come in 
the form of the enlightened ones, gurus of various types, the wise ones, and 
anyone who cares to claim they have specialized knowledge. We are all 
suckers for this because we are desperate to transfer our fear and 
uncertainty onto someone who seems to have all the answers. In this way, 
we abdicate responsibility. But there are no free lunches. If we have made 
such a transfer there is an implicit understanding that we must emulate such 
a person — do as they do, say as they say, understand what they understand. 
We will be advised to be mindful, to meditate, to study, to make efforts 
beyond the norm — in a word to reinforce our already overloaded superego 
with should and shouldn’t. 

Abandon heroism in all its forms — the guru, the enlightened, the 
entrepreneur, the celebrity, the movie star, the striving student. It is obvious 
that we should have a correct understanding of our capabilities — what we 
can do and what we cannot. The world around us is infinitely more 
powerful than we are and can destroy us in an instant (oops you didn’t see 
that 40-ton truck?). Capitulate to the power of the universe, and as the 
Stoics would say — reason never demands anything contrary to nature. So, if 
it is raining, you must abandon your plans to go sunbathing. If you are 
unwell, take it easy. If math isn’t your thing, put in minimum effort to 
achieve what you need to accomplish. If your philosophical pursuits are not 
fun, drop them. In any case, life laughs at our self-importance and pompous 
pretensions. Learn to capitulate, and in the immortal words of Homer — if at 
first, you do not succeed, give up. Practice weakness and taking the easy 
road — because this easy road is the hard road! 

Abandon enlightenment, the search, striving and effort, and as it says in 
the Tao Te Ching, bend like a willow in the wind. Do not resist - and drop 
ambition. Easier said than done, but we all recognize unnecessary and 


forced effort. Ultimately, we will abandon desire because we see how futile 
and vain are the things that we desire — even life itself. 


DO NOT CHANGE ANY SETTINGS 


It seems that most people are looking for something, and two things can 
drive that. On the one hand, it can be because they're in some emotional 
pain. It's a natural thing to look for some remedy to that. Maybe they feel 
insecure, or they're frightened, or they feel inadequate, or they feel 
uncomfortable with other people, whatever it is that causes them pain. 
Emotional pain can linger in the background pretty much all the time and 
obviously affect most of the things you do. A lot of people are looking for 
relief from their unhappiness or sadness. They wouldn't formulate it like 
that, but basically, that's what they're doing. The second reason people are 
very often dissatisfied is because they've read somewhere that there are 
things like enlightenment or moksha or salvation or anything along those 
lines; they've learned there's some preferred state to the one they already 
have. The people that sell that kind of thing are always charlatans, and I 
make no exceptions. If anybody is talking to you about some happier state 
that can come about through some meditation or whatever, then they are 
charlatans because it doesn't work like that. 

Let me talk about two approaches to this thing we call life. The worst 
thing you can try and do is to try and change. Even if you're very unhappy 
or very dissatisfied, the problem doesn't lie with you. It lies with the ideas 
you've been fed or the things that have happened to you. If you've had, for 
example, a dismissive father or a violent father or an abusive father or 
mother or whatever, then those things would have produced scars and will 
have an impact on the way that you handle your life, and there's nothing 
you can do about that. Trying to do something about it is almost certainly 
going to make things worse. Trying to change yourself is an act of violence 
toward yourself. 

I remember many years ago, after spending fifteen years reading the 
works of Gurdjieff and Ouspensky and various other people, I met someone 
who'd worked with Gurdjieff. At the very start of the conversation, she said 
‘what do you want?’ And I said, 'I want to change.’ She just looked at me 
and said, 'why on earth would you want to do that?' I was so shocked 
because I realized that those fifteen years of reading and studying, what was 


essentially gobbledygook and nonsense, had made things much, much 
worse for me. And here, now, was a voice of reason. A clear-headed, 
intelligent voice of reason. I'll always remember it because it was like fifty 
tons of weight dropped off my shoulders. 

So, do not try and change yourself because trying to change yourself is 
an act of violence against what you are right here and now. What you are 
here and now is determined by your genetics and by the environment. It's 
just like trying to change anything that's been molded by the environment, 
say a stone that's become rounded by the constant action of water. If that 
stone was to speak to itself and say, 'I don't like myself being rounded, I 
should be a pointy stone,' that would be an act of violence toward itself. 
You are whatever you are, and whatever you consider being your 
shortcomings, they're fine. I'm not dismissing the fact that there may be 
things within you that cause you pain, but you don't address those things by 
trying to change them. You address them by looking at them and by 
understanding them. That isn't quite as easy as it sounds, but I'm offering 
you some relief by telling you that to try and change your behavior or to 
censor it in some way is a violent thing to do towards yourself. 

That's the first thing people do when they realize their life isn't what 
they want it to be, they try and change themselves. Well, there is another 
route, and that route is through understanding. Understanding doesn't mean 
that you look at yourself and say 'I do this in this situation if I was 
different...’ or you read a book that says when you're in this situation and 
need to do something else. No, no it's nothing like that, you understand your 
nature and the way that you work, and that's a long-term project. If you're 
not undertaking that long-term project then at least don't try and change 
anything, you will make it worse. Understanding is the real way to achieve 
some liberation within yourself. 

There are two ways to try and acquire understanding. The first way is to 
consume any old rubbish that comes your way, and I talked about Gurdjieff 
and Ouspensky and of course, if you've looked at Beelzebub's Tales to His 
Grandson, then you can read that, as many people have, for twenty, thirty 
years and still get almost nowhere with it. I know people who've done that 
and all they do is project a whole pile of their own stuff onto it and that 
doesn't help, because Beelzebub's Tales does not help you use reason. It 
doesn't help you use reason because either Gurdjieff is talking in terms of 
parables or some metaphors or whatever and you must apply some 


interpretation. And the same with Ouspensky, and you may or may not 
know that Ouspensky abandoned all his work at the end of his life realizing 
that it was all a waste of time. Why? Because there was no reason involved 
in all of that. 

We've got to the point where many people think that spiritual work if 
you want to use that term, or psychological work, or some quest for 
understanding, means indulging in things that are slightly esoteric. So, 
avoid anything that is esoteric, and by ‘esoteric’ I mean something that 
cannot be appreciated by your reason. If you're reading something that is 
just making statements you either must believe merely because someone 
said it, or if it only offers very, very poor justifications, then drop it. There 
is something strange about human beings, and it's something that Epictetus, 
a Greek philosopher, said. He said, 'our reason will not be fooled. 
Something within you knows when something doesn't make sense or when 
it doesn't hang together. All the books on astral bodies, enlightenment, 
speaking with the dead, strange occult practices, forget it. It's just going to 
screw you up. 

What's the other approach to understanding? Well, the other approach is 
to use your reason. That doesn't necessarily mean bypassing Hindu texts or 
Buddhist texts, and even some Christian texts. If reason is being applied 
then you will get something from it, you will get some understanding. The 
Renaissance philosophers are particularly rich in meaning. Spinoza, 
Schopenhauer, Kant are my favorites, but you can also read the Stoics, the 
ancient Greeks. People like Epictetus, Marcus Aurelius, Seneca and 
Epicurus who wasn't a Stoic but even so is informative. If you want further 
reading, you're going to get reasoned wisdom from these people. Things 
that you can apply in your life that will help you understand life instead of 
confusing you, which is what most mumbo-jumbo type spiritual and self- 
help books do. 

Let me go over that because I've covered quite a lot of ground. First 
thing: do not try and change yourself. Of course, if you are going to do this 
it implies a change, but maybe it's the only change you should make. If you 
are going through some process of comparing yourself against some ideal, 
and you believe that you should modify your behavior or what you are, 
against that ideal, drop it. It's going to mess you up, guaranteed. You're not 
going to try and change yourself; you're going to try and understand. 
Understanding does not mean 'oh I've just read that I should be kinder to 


people and I understand that, so I'm now going to try and be kinder to 
people.’ Don't do it. Anyway, if the book you have read has somehow 
convinced you that you need to be kinder to people, then there is almost no 
understanding in that. You need to understand 'why do I feel hatred towards 
people sometimes?’ and if you read what I wrote previously, you might get 
some understanding of that. 

Understanding is the way and reason is the way. The problem is, of 
course, that following reasoned arguments is far more difficult than 
listening to some assertions that sound comforting and affirming that have 
no sense or reasoning behind them. When you start understanding, you 
might perceive an in-depth understanding of your own nature, your 
emotional nature particularly, and why you feel crap a lot of the time. So 
stick with reason and don't believe anything just because you read it. Take 
your time from one step to another step and open your eyes gradually 
through understanding. 

To summarize, if you're looking for something, then it's either because 
you're unhappy or because someone has convinced you that you're not OK 
as you are. You may genuinely be a happy person but not know it. There are 
only two approaches to the situation if you are unhappy and want a more 
fulfilling life; The first one is you try and change, which is just an act of 
violence against yourself so don't do it. The second one is to acquire an 
understanding which requires work on your part, and if you want the most 
valuable thing on earth which is contentment and peace, then you will have 
to pay the price. There's no way around it I'm afraid, so you make the 
choice. 


BEYOND PLEASURE AND PAIN 


Anthony de Mello was a Jesuit Priest who said, ‘life is both wonderful and 
awful.’ The Vatican heavily criticized his unconventional outlook, but it 
didn't stop him from pursuing his own path. The fact that life is both 
wonderful and awful is something we all experience, and I'd like to suggest 
that we should rise above this duality of experience, simply because it 
causes us so much pain. 

We naturally tend to seek pleasure, because pleasure is life-affirming — 
food, shelter, companionship, family, approval, a warm sunny day. All these 
things are non-threatening — usually anyway. And since our primary animal 


driver is the desire to survive, and pleasure is nothing but the reinforcement 
of this drive, we find survival enhancing things pleasurable. It's our 
programming by nature, and we cannot usually escape it. On the other hand, 
anything that threatens our survival creates pain — poor health, lack of 
money, loneliness, disapproval — and so on. Again, this is our programming. 
Nature needs us to seek life-affirming situations because it is in her interest 
that we survive and breed. Any species that is not driven in this way would 
not survive and would become extinct. And so, the whole dynamic is self- 
selective. 

So, let's take two extremes of experience. You spend a warm sunny day 
with a new partner, have lunch at a fabulous restaurant, and walk along a 
stretch of beach holding hands. Or, you visit your doctor and are told you 
have terminal, incurable cancer, and only have a few months to live. 
Without a doubt, we would all prefer the first circumstance, because our 
programming for survival would be well satisfied — food for the body, 
accommodating weather, and a potential mate for procreation. The second 
situation is catastrophic for the survival instinct, and so we feel intense 
pain. 

Now we could list any number of favorable and unfavorable 
circumstances that might arise, and always we are gauging them against our 
survival prospects. So as de Mello suggests, life is both wonderful and 
awful. And this survival drive colors everything we touch. Beauty is often 
nothing more than something that is life-affirming. A lush valley with 
thickly forested mountain slopes is life-affirming. A heavily deformed fetus 
is life denying. As a result, we see the first as beautiful and the second as 
ugly. And as it says in the Tao Te Ching — once you have said something is 
beautiful, you have immediately created ugliness. Here there is a clue to 
living a more balanced life. 

We need to move beyond the duality that the survival instinct creates 
within us — encapsulated in the notion that life-affirming things are good, 
and life-diminishing things are bad. This move means embracing 
everything in life, from the grotesque to the sublime. Of course, nothing is 
grotesque or sublime in itself, these emotions and judgments naturally come 
about because we judge things from our own survival point of view. Seeing 
a deformed fetus does not directly affect our survival, but it reminds us of 
death and vastly diminished survival prospects. 


So instead of running away from the grotesque, can we embrace it? And 
instead of clamoring for the sublime, can we be indifferent to it? Such a 
move would be directly against nature, and if we want peace and joy, this is 
the way we must go. I do not doubt that most people who read this will 
quickly move on because such work requires considerable effort. But you 
wouldn't expect that peace and joy would come easily. 

The philosopher Spinoza has some things to say about this. In the 
appendix to part one of his masterwork, The Ethics, he says the following: 

".,. why are there so many imperfections in nature? Such, for instance, 
as things corrupt to the point of putridity, loathsome deformity, confusion, 
evil, sin, etc. But these reasoners are, as I have said, easily confuted, for the 
perfection of things is to be reckoned only from their own nature and 
power; things are not more or less perfect, according as they delight or 
offend human senses, or according as they are serviceable or repugnant to 
mankind." 

There is a beautiful scene in the movie American Beauty, where Ricky 
Fitts, called ‘mental boy' by one of the other characters, is videoing the 
body of a dead bird lying on the grass. Someone asks him why he would do 
that, and he responds that he is videoing it because it is beautiful. He 
happens to be the only sane character in the whole movie — all the other 
characters living in deep denial. For him the grotesque and the sublime are 
no longer distinguishable — some would call him enlightened. 

Many spiritual practices today are neurotically centered on the pleasant 
and beautiful. When deformity and ugliness come into the life of the people 
follow these practices, they are even less capable of dealing with it than 
others, and as such become deniers of life's reality, with the neurosis and 
deep unhappiness that such a thing creates. 

What this means in practice is that we need to start bringing the chaotic 
and deformed into our life. This act is painful because the survival 
mentality does not want to see things that imply diminished survival. We 
don't need to try and appreciate the pleasant and beautiful, because we are 
naturally programmed to do that anyway, and it is the asymmetry of this 
drive that creates subconscious dread of the grotesque, deformed and dead 
within us. 

I would recommend that we consciously contemplate our own death as 
often, and with as much intensity, as we can. This is not from a position of 
fear, but just a thoughtful impartial contemplation. We should also 


familiarize ourselves with the cruelty and savagery of nature, with chaos, 
and with the ways that man destroys himself and nature. But we should also 
allow the so-called beautiful and pleasant to come into our life. We need a 
balance because life is a balance of these things. In the end, we need to play 
with all of this, but that is a state that does not come quickly and will only 
happen after struggle and suffering. To play with beauty and the ugly means 
we have seen that they are both imposters, solely created by our biased 
perspective on what is affirming for us, or what is diminishing. 

For those who feel we can rise above the unpleasant, but keep the 
pleasant, I have news for you. It's never going to happen, and if that is what 
you want, then you should sign up for any of the hundreds of spiritual 
schools that promise some form of everlasting happiness. You will almost 
certainly end up with an eternal neurosis. 


NOTHING TO DO 


There are three classes of doing. The first one consists of all the things we 
feel we need to do to continue with our existence — get money, eat food, 
establish a social context (maybe), protect ourselves from the elements, go 
to the doctor when not well, and so on. In reality, these things will happen 
anyway — no real effort is needed on your part, your will-to-life will look 
after it all. We may complain about life, become a nihilist, a misanthrope, 
depressed, or whatever, but we still eat, shit, sleep, seek shelter, seek 
medical help. While our mind might be busy complaining, the body just 
goes about its business. The body rules. 

The second class of doing consists of all the efforts we make because 
we believe something we have been told or have read. Because the life of 
the body seems dull and uninteresting, so we seek out ideas on life that are 
more sophisticated — spiritual growth, loving kindness, philosophical 
pursuits, religion, ideology, selflessness, self-discipline to achieve some 
goal — anything our imaginations can dream up. By adopting one or more of 
these imaginations we set up an inner conflict. Let’s imagine we have 
adopted the idea of selflessness, and to be specific, the notion that we 
should put other people’s interest before our own. And so we listen 
attentively to people when they rant endlessly about their latest vacation, 
we invite people to move in front of us in a queue, we smile at strangers, 
and above all, we put our own desires on the back-bumer so that others can 


service their desires. Initially, we might experience a sort of self- 
righteousness, a glowing ego moment — but it doesn’t last for long. Within a 
week we are ready to rip the face off the next person who smiles at us and 
says hello. Our mind has been on a self-gratification trip while our body, 
our desires, become more and more frustrated. There are many other 
examples, and they all derive from some act of self-hypnosis through 
believing that we should be other than what we are. 

The third class of doing is “not doing”. This is the most difficult of all, 
and because of this, there is no ego gratification, no self-righteousness, and 
no effort involved. This not-doing consists wholly of letting our body and 
our life just go the way it goes without intervening because we have 
ingested some bullshit idea about how we should behave. There is a name 
for this non-doing, it is called self-observation. The best definition for self- 
observation I ever came across was from a guy called Rodney Collin. He 
defined self-observation as the simple act of accepting things as they are. 
This implies, non-judgement and no intervention. Sounds simple, but it the 
most difficult thing a human being can “do”. And just to clarify on the word 
“do”. The word implies intervention — some effort in the world of 
phenomena. To observe is to look. There is no intervention. 

If this is accepted we can immediately dismiss all “spiritual practices”, 
all notions of self-discipline (where one part of us bullies another part), all 
self-improvement schemes (there is nothing to improve), and in short all 
efforts to achieve some goal our mind has dreamed up. 

Some might object that our life would fall into ruins if we adopted this 
attitude. Not so. Our desires will still cause us to eat, shit, sleep, have sex, 
work for money, seek shelter, socialize (maybe) — and so on. We can just sit 
back and watch the beast go about its daily business. Any attempt to 
interfere is a doing, and all doing and ambition come from the beast. 


WEATHER WATCHING 


The weather today is overcast and cold. We could be talking of a mood 
here. Someone’s mood is gloomy, and they feel lonely. The weather is a 
useful metaphor for our emotional states. Sometimes the weather is stormy, 
cold, blisteringly hot, sunny, overcast, balmy, windy. And similarly, we can 
be in emotional states that are stormy, alienated, passionate, bright and 
breezy, gloomy, relaxed or hasty. 


The key idea here is that we are watching. We do not control the 
weather, and despite our illusions of control, we do not control our 
emotional states. The emotions are our immediate and real response to the 
environment. If someone tells you that you are the most attractive and 
charming person they have ever met, there is no way you will not feel 
flattered and uplifted — and this response will happen in an instant. 
Similarly, if a person near to you says you are a disgusting, uncouth pig, 
you will without a doubt feel deflated and possibly angry. Again the 
response will be immediate. 

As I’ve mentioned many times in podcasts and various blog postings, 
all our emotions go back to a single root — the desire to exist, and with as 
much power as possible. When someone insults you there is no way you 
can feel uplifted by that, your power has been diminished, even if only 
slightly. It would be wholly wrong to try and pretend that our emotional 
state is other than it is. In fact, the very act of resisting an emotional state 
usually makes it worse. 

Back to weather watching. Just as we would not pretend that a stormy 
day with strong winds and driving rain is a day we could sit out and 
sunbathe, so a day when we are full of anger or hurt (almost the same thing) 
is not a day we should try and meditate or attempt any other action that 
requires inner calm. We should weather watch instead. Apparently, life 
makes its own demands, and we cannot snarl back at our loved ones just 
because our football team lost, but we can at least be honest about our 
internal state and watch it. We can also modify our life according to the 
weather (emotional states), so we are in tune with how we feel. 

Everything depends on the weather. Our conditioning would have us go 
into denial about how we feel. “Cheer up” might have been the command 
from parents if we experienced a grumpy mood when young. Happily, we 
grow into adults that do not have to listen to the unreasonable demands of 
others. But there is a strange twist in this tale. If we can merely weather 
watch, without any attempt to try and pretend the weather is other than it is, 
we often find that the weather becomes less intense. By not resisting it, we 
are not feeding it. 

I enjoy weather watching, both literally and metaphorically. If I’m 
grumpy — I’m cranky. If I feel relaxed and in a good mood, then that is how 
I am. I thoroughly recommend weather watching — it’s a fascinating hobby. 


IT'S ALL IN YOUR MIND 


Whatever you focus on there will be your pleasure or your suffering. If we 
permanently focus on this local insanity called life on earth, then we will be 
constrained by that and suffer according to its rules. However, we seem to 
have a mind that can go beyond consideration of things of that nature. 
There are some tricky concepts involved here, but, if you think about it for 
a moment, everything you know, all the physical reality and, all your 
thoughts, are taking place in your mind. I don't want to get into whether the 
mind is brain and brain is mind because I don't know. I don't think the brain 
is mind for reasons we'll get onto, but you can never be sure. The thought 
part of it is easy to understand - you have the thought of ice cream or going 
out for the day or whatever, and you perceive that is in our imagination and 
the way you think about these things. But for your so-called physical 
reality, it is a little more difficult to accept that is also generated by your 
mind. It is a simulation according to people like Metzinger. It's important to 
realize that our mind and physical reality are just two sides of the same 
coin. Man perceives physical reality, and he is also aware of a world of 
thought and man can elevate his thoughts to the point where he gets a taste 
of something a bit different. Einstein famously said that all he wanted to do 
was taste one of God's thoughts and I think he probably did that with his 
general relativity. This idea is a little bit technical but please don't be turned 
off by the technical nature of this section because there's a critical point 
here. I've done it via an example which hopefully will blow your mind if it 
doesn't then you haven't understood it. 

There's currently a new movement called bio-centrism. It's a term that I 
hate because it's some people trying to pretend they've created something 
new when all they're doing is plagiarizing work that existed before. Work 
by people like Schopenhauer, Plato, the idealists in the main who say that 
we effectively create our reality with our minds. That our minds create our 
reality, you cannot deny. There's nothing that you can look at, touch, taste or 
other sensation that has not been created by your mind or brain, whichever 
term you want to use. Arthur Schopenhauer famously said, ‘the world is my 
representation.’ In other words, the world is something you create, it's a 
representation that you or your mind creates, and there's nothing out there. 
When you go for a walk in the park, you are going for a walk in your mind 
because your mind creates the park. What we perceive as reality is a 


process that involves our consciousness. I would go further and say that 
reality is created by our consciousness. Our external and internal 
perceptions, in other words, our physical reality in our world of thought, are 
inextricably intertwined. They are different sides of the same coin and 
cannot be separated. This idea is gaining some momentum, and one of the 
things that is pushing it along is quantum mechanics because as you may or 
may not know, the way that particles behave is determined to some extent 
by the observer. 

My background is in theoretical physics, so I know about that stuff. The 
discoveries of science are pushing us along in this direction, and it's a total 
about-face. The materialist view of the universe is that everything is 
material and our senses allow us to perceive it. The about-face is that no, 
no, nothing's material, everything is consciousness because if we weren't 
conscious of anything then as far as we're concerned there wouldn't be 
anything. What I want to do is illustrate this with an example, and there's a 
little bit of mathematics but please do not be frightened by the mathematics 
because it's simple stuff and even if you don't understand the mathematics 
then hopefully you'll understand the principle here. Now, as you probably 
know, pi is a ratio. Pi is the ratio of the circumference to the diameter of a 
circle. So, you can see the circumference. If you could take a measuring 
tape and lay it on the outside of that circle, then take the same measuring 
tape and measure across the width of the circle, in other words, the 
diameter, and you took the ratio of those two things then you would find 
that it's always the same no matter how big the circle is (about 3.14). It 
doesn't matter whether you're talking about planet Earth or a golf ball, that 
ratio between the circumference and the diameter is always the same. This 
number has been calculated to millions of decimal points because it never 
repeats. The numbers after the decimal point never repeat and it's called an 
irrational number. Pi to four decimal places equals 3.1416, and I've rounded 
it there. It just goes on and on and on and on, millions of decimal places. No 
matter how big the circle, that's always the ratio between the circumference 
and the diameter. It's a physical thing, and you can measure it. If you are a 
pure hardened materialist and you do not want to admit that thought has any 
relevance to this whatsoever, you can just take your measuring tape, put it 
around the outside of a circle, a disc or a bottle, just measure the diameter 
and the circumference of the bottle and you'll find that the ratio is 3.1416. 
It's a measurement thing, and it is part of physical reality, that's what we 


find. But here is the weirdest thing of all. Pi can also be calculated. Now 
don't be put off by that seemingly complicated formula. I'll explain it. Pi can 
be calculated purely from mathematics with no measurement involved 
whatsoever. 

Pi=4x(1-1/3+1/5-1/7+1/9-...) 

What is inside the brackets there:- the 1 minus 1/3 plus 1/5 minus 1/7 
plus 1/9 and so on. It goes on forever. It would be minus that 1/11th plus 
1/13th, as you can see the numbers at the bottom, the 3, 5,7, 9 are odd 
numbers. So it just continues, a third, a fifth, a seventh, a ninth, 1/11th, 
1/13th, 1/15th and so on. If you add all that lot together and then multiply it 
by 4, you get pi. Now, this is a purely mental construct. There is no 
relationship here to physical reality. This calculation will give you pi equals 
3.1416, and it's the same number as physical measurement. Of course, in 
physical reality, you can only measure it to maybe four, five, six, seven 
decimal places but not much more than that. Calculating it, using pure 
concept, no hint here of relationship to physical reality because 
mathematics is what is called a priori, we already have it in our heads. The 
same number that comes from measurement and the same number that 
comes from a pure construction of the mind. How can it be that physical 
reality and pure construction of our mind say the same thing? Well, they say 
the same thing because they are the same thing. The big man here was 
Immanuel Kant, who said that our consciousness produces our reality. 
Space and time, that's the only way we ever know anything, space and time 
are products of our consciousness, they're not out there. As I say when you 
go for a walk in the park you're going for a walk in your mind. It's worth 
thinking about that and dwelling on it because it gives a strange kind of 
different perception of the nature of reality. Roger Penrose, who's a 
reasonably well-known figure in the world of mathematics and theoretical 
physics, insists that mathematics is discovered and not invented. In other 
words, mathematics already exists in the world of thought. This truth would 
tie in very well with what people like Plato and Spinoza said. These ideas 
are not new, and it's just that these people hundreds, and in Plato's case 
thousands of years ago came to understand through their intuition or 
reasoning. There is a conclusion to reach here, and that is that mathematics, 
logic, philosophy, geometry, which are pure constructs of the mind, explain 
physical reality because physical reality is also a pure construct of the mind. 


There is nothing else apart from the mind as the Buddhist have been 
saying for a long, long time. It's just that now we have the evidence, the 
kind of evidence that appeals to Western thought. Everything we perceive in 
space and time has no independent existence outside our thoughts. If you 
want to get into the real guts and the nitty-gritty of that, then you need to 
read The Critique of Pure Reason by Kant. Although don't read The 
Critique of Pure Reason by Kant because it will probably take you two 
years and I must admit I struggle with it. I've been reading it for a while 
now. It's difficult, and it's dry, and you can read it for an hour and a half and 
still have not turned the page over. The conclusion is physical reality, and 
mental reality is the same thing, they're only two sides of the same coin and 
the reason that our logic and mathematics and those kinds of pure activities 
of thought match with reality are that the mind produces them both. How do 
we expand our thought beyond the local insanity that is life on earth, to look 
at the universe and existence from a broader perspective 


GET OUT OF JAIL FREE CARD 


We are all in jail. In our own little jail cell, locked away, and the only sane 
thing that anybody would do in that situation is to try and find a way of 
escape. This is a very special jail. It's a cell where any attempt to escape 
makes the jail cell stronger. So, if you try and file away at the iron bars on 
the window, the bars grow thicker, and the file makes no mark on them. Or 
if you try and dig a tunnel through the concrete in the floor, the floor gets 
thicker, so you can never, ever dig through it. Or if you try and pick the lock 
in the door, the lock becomes more and more complex. This is the kind of 
jail we live in. The greatest mistake that most people who follow some 
spiritual path make is that they believe that by somehow fighting against 
this jail, against the material of the cell itself, they can free themselves from 
it. This jail cell also has another unique property. That is, the more you 
ignore it, the weaker it becomes. Ignore might not be quite the word, but it's 
probably the best word I can think of at this moment in time. Maybe the 
less attention you give it, the more delicate this jail cell becomes. It's like 
Merlin who is under the spell of Mab, the witch. He finds that the only way 
he can free himself from Mab is to ignore her. It presents a dilemma, and 
the resolution of the dilemma goes against almost everything we've ever 
been told. 


On the one hand, we feel we need to launch an escape project. As I've 
already mentioned, any attempts to break out of this cell are just going to 
make the cell stronger. This cell is an analogy for the more you try and 
modify your behavior through some so-called act of will, the more the 
behaviors which you deem undesirable will strengthen. You must have 
noticed this by now if you've ever tried to work in that way. You cannot just 
decide in your head to free yourself from the prison that you find yourself 
in. Let's describe that prison a little bit. The psychological prison that we 
inhabit is built of habits, and these habits are reasonably persistent. For 
example, we might have a habit that we eat a little bit too much, or we 
might have a habit that we like to drink a little bit too much. Or we might 
have a habit that we are always making big plans and then never carry them 
out. You know, a million and one habits that we have picked up along the 
way. Some of them are foisted upon us when we were children, and others 
are ones that we've willingly created for ourselves. I say willingly, but there 
is no such thing as willingly. Let's get that one out of the way. There's no 
such thing as free will. If you're not convinced after reading what I have to 
say, then please continue to consider that you are a strong-willed person 
who can achieve anything they want to. The reality of our situation is that at 
any one moment in time, the strongest desire will always predominate, and 
it will always cause us to move to action. If your strongest desire right now 
is to lose some weight, then you will not eat food. If your strongest desire is 
to have something to eat, then you will eat and to hell with the diet. And 
you have no control over that. Those desires are entirely autonomous. 

So here we are building a picture of the prison that we live in. And we 
have other elements of the prison which are our relationships with other 
people, our co-dependencies. The fact that we feel we must always please 
people or the fact that we think that everyone is a total asshole or the fact 
that we, you know whatever it is, whatever our signature relationship is 
with other people. But it will be just another brick in the prison cell wall. 
And then we have, dare I say it, all the nonsense that we've picked up from 
self-help books, spiritual teachers, people selling enlightenment, some 
ready-made formulaic sort of thing that allows you to escape the prison. 

We all want freedom. Freedom is what's driving all of us, all the time, 
very often in totally inappropriate ways, but this desire for freedom is 
driving us nonetheless. Some people think that they can get freedom 
through money, other people believe that they can gain freedom by merely 


abandoning everything and just hitting the road. Life does not let us off like 
that. It doesn't matter what route you take in the ordinary sense anyway, to 
try and achieve freedom, life will come back and bite you in the bum. It's 
just the way it works. You're not here for your sake, you're here for the sake 
of life and life will not let you off the hook and give you a free ride. Even 
the wealthiest, in fact particularly the wealthiest and the most famous and 
so on, have the most miserable lives typically because they surround 
themselves with so much crap that they must look after. Ironical isn't it? 
Anyway, to get back to the main point, we're after freedom, we're in jail, in 
a jail cell. 

The jail cell gets stronger the more we try and attack it. But we have a 
secret that we could never, ever have figured out on our own. And this 
secret tells us that all we need to do is to treat this cell with a certain amount 
of contempt. Contempt may not be quite the right word, but it portrays the 
essence of what I'm trying to say here. And this is that all these things that 
we think are so important, particularly after we've had attempts at spiritual 
training or following so-called spiritual teachers and so on - that the secret 
is to relax in your cell for a start. Have a look at the bars. You might find 
them to be a little more attractive than you thought they were. Have a look 
at the concrete floor, feel it, lay on it, do whatever, but do not see it as a 
prison. Easier said than done of course, but it can be achieved. And what 
you'll find is that as you focus less on trying to get out of the prison cell, the 
more you will find yourself free from it. And yes, I'll repeat it as I've said it 
elsewhere, the way of truth is just absolutely riddled with contradictions or 
paradoxes. And then you learn slowly but surely, how to free yourself from 
this cell. And it goes like this; you look at whatever appears - and whatever 
appears is okay. You must drop societal conditioning. Again, you can't just 
drop it, it's something you must work on, but you must drop societal 
conditioning. You must drop moral conditioning. You must discard notions 
of what is right and wrong. Because while you've got notions of right and 
wrong you're going to get upset all the time and then the prison walls start 
to close in again. And you must learn to be able to observe. This practice is 
not theoretical for me. This morning I received some news that for me was 
quite upsetting, but hey, that's life. Upsetting things can happen almost 
every day sometimes. There it was, I was upset, I let myself be upset, I 
didn't try and rationalize it away with ‘You silly boy, you should be beyond 
this kind of thing’ and yadda yadda yadda. I watched, and I grew to like it 


in the end. It’s a strange thing isn't it? The energy of being upset within 
about an hour had gone, and now I don't care. Not caring is a very, very 
good habit to cultivate. One of the guys I knew in the past, someone I had a 
tremendous amount of respect for, I remember finding his behavior very 
odd. So, I just said to him one day, "you don't care about anything, do you?" 
He said no, of course not. I was shocked at the time, still being a good 
Christian boy. 

To summarize this whole thing, I know it's rambled a bit, but it's quite 
hard to explain really. You're in a prison cell. A prison cell that is being both 
made for you and that you make yourself. The prison cell is the parallel to 
the psychological prison that you live in where you have no freedom of 
movement, or very little and where you are always upset about something, 
maybe depressed about something, now and then you get happy, but you 
have no real control over what's going on within you, and you're like a 
puppet. Anyway, the prison cell is this mental prison that you live inside. 
And the harder you fight against it, the stronger it becomes. The secret is to 
look at it and when you see yourself manifesting in a particular way, look at 
it, try and understand it. That's a whole other story, and the understanding 
part of this is not something I've talked about so far, but the observation is 
not enough on its own. There must be understanding as well. Observation is 
a good place to start and to enjoy whatever comes your way. For me this 
morning my observation was on the thing that would have upset me years 
ago and would've ruined my week, and I would have been angry for days. 
As it was, I just went right into it, I sat with it, looked at it, observed it, and 
felt it until it died, I sucked all the life out of it until it disappeared. Now I'm 
stronger, and it has died. If such a thing happened a few years ago, it would 
have sucked the life out of me, and I would have partially died instead. So 
that's how we need to treat it and never, ever, ever fight against what is 
happening within you. Accept it, because although we all have this idea that 
within us is a little man, there is no little man inside of you. What is 
happening to you is what you are. And on that scary note, because you 
know where it's going, I'll leave you to ponder. 


INNER LIBERATION - SOME POINTERS 


Emotions 


As sentient creatures we are influenced by pretty much everything 
around us. We are small objects in a world of billions of objects, many of 
them much larger than we are, and almost all of them capable of affecting 
us adversely. A virus can kill you, stubbing your toe on a step can be 
painful, another person’s insults can cause emotional pain — and so on. 
Alternatively things can have a reinforcing effect upon us — a good meal, a 
loving partner, an unexpected inheritance. Whether we experience 
emotional pleasure or pain is very easy to understand. When things and 
events reinforce our sense of existence we feel pleasure. When things 
diminish our sense of existence we feel pain. It’s all driven by the wish to 
exist — the survival instinct. Don’t underestimate this driver, it is absolutely 
the most potent force in your life — it determines pretty much everything. If 
you are going to achieve any degree of liberation from the emotions, this is 
where you start. Only by understanding this driver, and seeing how most of 
your activities in life are determined by it, will you see its awful power. You 
hold down a job, seek shelter and food, a mating partner, desire approval, 
and a million other things just to satisfy the will-to-life, as Schopenhauer 
calls it. 

Understanding the will-to-life is not a trivial undertaking, and can be 
quite disturbing. To see the awful brutality of this self-eating mechanism 
called life, demands that a person deliberately looks where they would 
rather not look. Such work is best done with others, but if that is not an 
option then there are plenty of writers who can show you the nature of the 
beast — Cioran, Schopenhauer, Ermest Becker, to name a few. And if you 
care to seek out the real meaning of Christianity or Buddhism you will also 
find an unmasking of this beast called life. It is necessary to do this work 
because **only understanding can consume desire**, and all desires have 
the will-to-life as their root. It would be the ultimate folly to desire to stop 
desiring. Only knowledge and understanding can do this. Here is a quote 
from Schopenhauer: 

“,.. because in him knowledge has, as it were, burnt up and consumed 
the will, so that no will, thus no desire for individual existence, remains in 
him any more.” 

It looks fairly extreme doesn’t it? That is because it is extreme. Very 
few people would care to do this work, and will settle for their unconscious 
suffering instead. Spinoza was well aware of the effort that needs to be 
made in this work when he said: 


“How would it be possible, if salvation were ready to our hand, and 
could without great labour be found, that it should be by almost all men 
neglected? But all things excellent are as difficult as they are rare.” 

So here is the first part of this work. A willingness to take the blinkers 
off and stare reality in the face. To understand it, to cast off all sentimental 
views of life that do not hold water, to see its meaninglessness, its barbarity, 
that life is built on lies, and above all else that you and I are as nothing. This 
is painful work — a stripping away. But it is absolutely necessary. Without 
this work you will still believe in life, still harbor the belief that somewhere 
there is a land of milk and honey, if only you could find it. When you really 
understand life, you will lose all hope that life itself has anything at all to 
offer, and **losing hope is to simultaneously lose fear**. Conquering fear 
means you conquer life’s grip. 

So, peering into the eyes of the beast is a necessary first step. Once a 
person has done this they can start to observe how their own emotional 
states vary according to how the desire for life is being satisfied. And it is 
no use thinking that we can have the good stuff while choosing to ignore the 
bad stuff. If you are identified with the good stuff, so you will be identified 
with the bad stuff. And the more you are identified the greater will be your 
swings between pleasure and pain — pleasure when things go well and pain 
when they go badly. If you want inner peace then both imposters, pleasure 
and pain, have to be seen for what they are — just the will-to-life playing out 
within you. But here is a really important point, and I will make it many 
times. **You have nothing within you that has the wisdom or the skill to 
interfere with the emotional states that arise within you.** Never, ever 
apply judgment or try to censor your emotional states. They are the one 
authentic thing you have within you — your authentic response to the 
environment. Pretty much everything else that is going on within you is 
phony — stuff you learned from parents, religions, peers and society at large. 
The emotions are not calmed by judging them, they diminish in proportion 
as we understand them. 

To summarize. All our emotional states are related to the will-to-life — 
the survival drive. Positive emotions (love, excitement, enthusiasm etc) 
come about when the will-to-life is satisfied. Negative emotions (envy, 
hatred, shame etc) come about when the will-to-life is thwarted in some 
way. 


Suggested reading — Spinoza Part 3 The Ethics, The Denial of Death by 
Ernest Becker, Schopenhauer — The World as Will and Representation. 
None of these is a light read, and some take years to understand. The best 
place to start might be with Becker. 

The Nature of Ideas 

Although many people might not suspect it, the emotions are in the 
body. The proof is simple — just smoke a joint or take a mood enhancing 
drug. The mind however processes representations of things — real things 
and concepts. I’m not going to dwell on our representation of ‘real’ things, 
but when you look at a tree what you actually see is your brain’s simulation 
of the tree. Somewhat more relevant here is the way the mind builds 
concepts and ideas, and how most of these things are assimilated by us in an 
unconscious manner. By the time we reach our late teens we are full of 
ideas that have been unconsciously introjected, and many of them conflict 
with each other. We keep these conflicting ideas apart by buffering them — 
creating walls in our mind so conflicting ideas do not see each other. Even 
so there is some level of internal conflict going on. A person may have 
learned that it is important to work hard and strive, but at the same time 
they may hold the idea that life is short and they should enjoy themselves as 
much as possible — conflict is inevitable. Many of our ideas are just plain 
confused, correlating poorly with reality. Someone who believes they have 
to please people to get approval, probably doesn’t notice that it might have 
the opposite effect — both annoying the person on the receiving end, and 
causing them to see the people-pleaser as weak. 

Many of our ideas come with associated emotions. Someone who was 
once bitten by a dog may fear dogs the rest of their life, and so the idea of a 
dog automatically invokes fear in their body. Those things and activities 
which enhance our survival cause positive emotions, and we also build 
ideas associated with them. If something diminishes our survival prospects 
then we will experience negative emotions, along with associated ideas. For 
the vast majority of people these dynamics drive the creation of most of 
their ideas. So the idea of money, sex, food, fame and power will bring 
about an excited state, with associated imagination and desire. Ideas of 
poverty, starvation, loneliness, poor health, death, will invoke a depressed 
state, again with imagination and desire — the desire not to be in these 
states. By the late teens most people have been fully programmed. Their 


ideas of what is good and what is bad will have been fully formed, and will 
guide the rest of their life. 

Another class of ideas is similarly driven by the will-to-life, but in a 
much more subtle manner. Mankind has always striven to create systems 
that alleviate existential angst. Religion, philosophical systems, esoteric 
beliefs, scientific dogma, and other idea systems divert the attention from 
the fact that death is the final outcome for all of us, and no system of ideas 
will prevent this. This does not mean the work of reason is irrelevant, but 
let’s use reason to form appropriate ideas about reality, and not castles in 
the sky. 

So having laid this foundation — that most of our ideas will have been 
unconsciously introjected, that many ideas will conflict, that most of our 
ideas are confused, and that a large class of our ideas come with an 
emotional charge; it should be obvious that by the time we reach adult life 
that our minds resemble a pile of garbage, and that what we call our mind is 
not ours at all, but a programmed machine. For the rest of our lives we will 
affirm or negate new ideas based on this programming. This is why 
Gurdjieff famously said that most people are dead to any new possibilities 
once they reach the age of 30. They will suffer their inevitable neuroses 
caused by this jumble of poorly formed ideas, become sad as these neuroses 
wear them down, and eventually die. This is a conflicted process. On the 
one hand we form positive ideas about the things that enhance us, and 
negative ideas of the things that diminish us. But all the time we know deep 
within that the will-to-life serves its own purposes, namely continuation of 
the species, and not our purposes. 

So far we have seen that our emotional states are almost entirely driven 
by the will-to-life, and that it is the same with the formation of our ideas. If 
we are to form an objective and more realistic set of ideas, then we have to 
perform the painful task of seeing life as it really is. On the surface this may 
seem like a recipe for unnecessary suffering, but actually, the opposite is 
true. As our ideas become more aligned with reality, so the neuroses lessen 
and we acquire a certain inner strength that serves us well in dealing with 
life’s realities. 

Finally I need to make a very important point about all of this. This 
study of the real situation man finds himself in should not be emotionally 
charged. As far as possible it should be conducted as we might study any 
other subject. The modification of our ideas takes place in a purely 


intellectual way — or at least it should. Anyone who ventures out into these 
stormy waters needs to remember that pure ideas do not affect our 
emotional state. The inevitable outcome if we do not remember this will be 
some level of depression or other negative emotional state. 

Suggested reading: Part 2 of Spinoza’s Ethics (very difficult), 
Schopenhauer, Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason (tortuous). These are heavy 
duty works requiring years of study, and so it might be better to buy books 
that introduce the ideas of these philosophers. Also the Stoics, and 
particularly Epictetus. When we come to practice there will be other books 
and authors. 

Practices to Deal with the Emotions. 

Key to the whole approach taken here is one very important idea — we 
need to study and work with our emotions in a manner that is as 
unemotional as possible. Our emotional nature is like a machine. When our 
survival is enhanced (better job, new attractive partner, good health etc) we 
experience positive emotions, when our survival is diminished (poor health, 
loss of money, a divorce etc) we experience sad emotions. It works like 
clockwork, and is as reliable as the law of gravity — water always flows 
downhill. This mechanical nature of the emotions is its weakness. If the 
emotions were random we would have no way of dealing with them or 
understanding them. 

Many people interested in this line of work will read writers like 
Schopenhauer or Cioran, but do it with an emotional bias. These writers 
often fell into the trap of becoming heavily identified with the material they 
wrote, resulting in depression, and for some writers suicide. We should take 
Spinoza’s edict that the emotional nature of man can be studied in an 
impartial and purely intellectual way. So when Schopenhauer points out the 
futility of a single life, it is quite possible to think about this in the same 
way we might consider how the law of gravity allows the solar system to 
function. I’m really not saying this is easy, but it is essential if we are to 
study reality and remain strong and joyful within. I quote Spinoza: 

“Thus the passions of hatred, anger, envy, and so on, considered in 
themselves, follow from this same necessity and efficacy of nature; they 
answer to certain definite causes, through which they are understood, and 
possess certain properties as worthy of being known as the properties of 
anything else, whereof the contemplation in itself affords us delight. I shall, 
therefore, treat of the nature and strength of the emotions according to the 


same method, as I employed heretofore in my investigations concerning 
God and the mind. I shall consider human actions and desires in exactly the 
same manner, as though I were concerned with lines, planes, and solids.” 

So, having established that very important principle, let’s talk about 
practical methods to deal with the emotions. The first thing to say is that the 
emotions are in the body, and to become more aware of the body is a very 
important practice. To this end there are various body sensing exercises, and 
one that comes straight from the Gurdjieff work. This is not actually new 
and is mentioned in some old Zen texts. 

We need to become more aware of the body because this will allow us 
to sense the emotional state more acutely — tension in the chest and 
shoulders, shallow breathing and so on. So we really need to be able to 
sense our emotional state in the body, and by observing the thoughts we 
have that go along with these states. This takes a long time to master — 
years. Anyone who thinks they can master this in an afternoon is just 
delusional, and is falling prey to a certain form of greed (another emotion 
that can be sensed in the body). This is subtle work requiring one to master 
the art of self-observation. I’ve mentioned many times that a book by Red 
Hawk on self-observation is one of the best resources, and is highly 
recommended. Self-observation should simply register the emotional state 
without judgement or the desire to change things. Again this is a skill that 
takes much practice to master. Inner judgement is a constant feature within 
most people, unless they have worked to observe it. If you see inner 
judgement do not judge it — just watch it. 

To summarize so far. Our emotions operate in a purely mechanical way 
— life affirming events and ideas will produce happy emotions, and life 
negating events and ideas will produce unhappy emotions. This is how we 
are made and cannot be circumvented. There is absolutely no point reading 
Ernst Becker’s Denial of Death in an emotionally identified manner and 
thinking you will not become depressed. Thoughts of death that are not 
purely intellectual will cause depression — they are life diminishing. By 
becoming more attuned with our body and learning to observe our 
emotional state without judgement or the desire to change, we create a little 
bit of separation between ourselves and what is going on within the body 
and emotions. 

Finally we need understanding — the most important part in all of this. If 
a person is experiencing a negative emotion they can, with practice trace it 


back to some diminishing of their sense of existence. Say a person wakes in 
a depressed mood for some seemingly unknown reason. In all likelihood 
there will be some background diminishing set of circumstances — shortage 
of money, failing relationship, or it could even be a hormonal imbalance 
within the body. Understanding the background driver, and how it is related 
to the diminishing of the will-to-life in a purely intellectual way will 
diminish the emotion. A person can quite literally say to themselves “Oh I 
feel diminished because I’m having problems meeting my monthly rent 
obligation and this diminishes my survival prospects.”. It sounds 
mechanical, and that is because it needs to be mechanical — an impartial 
observation. Again this requires practice and will not be picked up in the 
space of an afternoon. 

Obviously there is more to it, but there is enough here to get a person 
started on an objective, and purely intellectual study of the emotions. I 
would strongly recommend studying Part 3 of Spinoza’s Ethics, and 
Schopenhauer’s World as Will and Representation. But remember — study 
these things as if you were studying engineering, or some other intellectual 
pursuit — without emotion. A gentle, but very useful introduction to Spinoza 
can be got from Grossman’s Spirit of Spinoza — it also includes many 
exercises. 

Liberating The Mind 

Most of our thinking is dedicated to our survival. This may not seem 
particularly obvious, but you only have to look at where you put most of 
your effort to see that this is true. So, you get an education, some training, 
get a job, buy a house, find a breeding mate, do yoga or go to the gym, and 
a thousand other things simply so you might continue to exist. Along with 
all of these things is a great deal of planning and thinking. For many people 
their thinking does not go beyond these things, and there are others who are 
so heavily driven by the will-to-life that they might accumulate great 
wealth, position and power. 

If our thinking was wholly dedicated to these things there would be very 
little confusion. However, some people start to think about other things, 
such as the meaning of life, why there is suffering, why they feel miserable, 
and more generally what the hell this whole thing called existence is all 
about. So they not only end up thinking about all the stuff they need to 
make sure their existence continues, they now have whole a universe of 
ideas and concepts that are used to form judgments about life. 


Unfortunately many of these people will be attracted to New Age gurus, 
self-help gurus, religions and anything else that might provide answers to 
the endless questions they have. And here is a strange twist in all of this. 
People who go seeking are often more confused than those who busy 
themselves exclusively with everyday affairs. Not only this, but the beliefs 
they acquire through religion, spiritual traditions, or any other organization 
they hook up with, may actually be dangerous and harmful. Most of these 
things are full of should and shouldn’t. We shouldn’t be angry, we should be 
loving, we shouldn’t eat meat, we should eat raw vegetables, and so on. 

The key to unraveling all of this mess is very simple. Never believe that 
anything you think has the right to say “I”. For most of us our days are full 
of voices in our heads that claim to be “I”, and each of them claims to be 
king if only for a few minutes. Many of these imposters will be saying 
should and shouldn’t, with no real regard to how we actually feel. I can 
probably count the authors who have understood this on one hand. All other 
authors eventually end up saying should and shouldn’t. 

The reason we need to understand our emotions is that we need to know 
what is really going on inside us, instead of some fantasy that we have 
constructed from reading our latest self-help book, or spiritual treatise. 
Unless we are in touch with how we really feel, all our efforts to achieve 
some level of inner peace will be futile. If we have achieved some genuine 
and intelligent understanding of our emotions, then they will tend to bother 
us much less. We don’t offer them resistance, and as you may know, what 
we resist tends to persist. This inner letting go sounds easy, but it isn’t. It 
may take many years and devastating self honesty to be able to accept how 
we feel in many situations. I wrote about liberation from emotions first 
because that is where we have to start. But here is a simple exercise to help 
us gain a little distance from all the voices in our heads that would claim 
i 

Sit comfortably while maintaining a straight back. Relax the shoulders 
particularly, and the muscles in the face. Close your eyes and simply try to 
observe the thoughts passing through your mind as they occur. This is easier 
said than done. Most people who try this, report that when they start to 
observe their thoughts, the thoughts stop. And indeed, this is likely to 
happen. Simply persist with this exercise and eventually you will be able to 
observe the thoughts trickling through your mind almost as an outside 
observer. Until this time, if observing your thoughts causes them to stop 


then at least you get a respite from the constant noise in your head. Do this 
for at least five minutes, and preferably for 20 minutes or more. You will 
inevitably daydream at various points in this process. Simply go back to 
observing the thoughts, and absolutely do not criticize yourself in any way 
for having lost concentration. 

You may eventually reach the state where the separation between 
thought and your internal observer takes on some kind of permanence. This 
allows a person to go through life with a certain equanimity. Again, it may 
take many years to achieve this, but the ability to see how thought obscures 
something within us that is thoughtless, is a priceless gift. 


NOTHING SPECIAL 


The term ‘nothing special’ comes from a beautiful book called Zen Mind, 
Beginners Mind. The main thrust of the book is that there's nothing special 
about Zen. I would extend that to say there's nothing special about anything. 
Everyone wants something special, and they are all looking for the next 
treat or bit of entertainment or thing to excite them. Indeed, most people 
want to be special too, to be famous or rich or particularly attractive or 
whatever it is that they think would give them some affirmation in the eyes 
of other people. So, we all want to be special. 

People want to be special because they've got nothing within them. 
They feel empty, so they're looking for something to fill them. The thing 
that they would most easily identify as the thing that would fill them would 
be something special. So, they attempt to borrow specialness in terms of 
maybe wearing the most recent fashions or identifying or associating with 
somebody who they believe is special or who has some profile in the world. 
This desire for specialness is a curse, and it takes people away from the 
ordinary. The ordinary is beautiful, and you don't need anything special. In 
seeking the special, we're seeking more power. We're seeking more power 
because we don't have our own power. If we had our own power, our own 
sense of self-approval, then we wouldn't go looking for expensive watches 
and handbags, and all the other nonsense that many people spend their life 
acquiring. If you want examples of people who self-validate, then you need 
to look no further than Christopher Hitchens, or Nassim Taleb. You may not 
have heard of Nassim Taleb, but he's a very wealthy guy who writes books. 
Some of the books he writes are on philosophy, and some are on 


mathematics. He's a bit of a polymath and a reasonably high-profile figure 
in his field. 

This whole thing of specialness comes from the sense of lack. Nassim 
Taleb is a 'special' person in that he doesn't want to be special. He hates 
being special, but he's only got himself to blame. He wrote some very, very 
good books about the way the world operates and of course, everybody now 
wants to talk to him and so on. But he hides away, and he’s largely a 
recluse. Another special person is Christopher Hitchens, who famously said 
when somebody asked him where he gets pleasure from life, “I get pleasure 
from crowing over other people's misfortunes.” Hitches was a Spinoza fan, 
and in Spinoza there are a few lines which say that most people get their 
pleasure from other people's misfortunes - which unfortunately is true. But, 
if somebody gets their power by looking at somebody else's misfortune, in 
other words, they feel they have more power because other people think 
they have less, then that's what that person will do. 

Anyway, the real topic of this section is about people who would have 
you believe that they have something special in the domain of religion, 
spiritual stuff, self-help, all that kind of thing. The people who sell it must 
convince you that they have some powers or some insight that you do not 
have. So, they may claim to be enlightened, whatever that means. They may 
have some unusual insights, some woo-woo and some knowledge that you 
don't have. They may be in contact with spiritual beings, or they may be in 
contact with aliens, you know anything like this. Anything that would seem 
to be unique and bestow more power upon someone if they could acquire 
those properties as well. The gurus who sell enlightenment are effectively 
promising that if you can somehow obtain this state, then all your troubles 
will be over. Well, let me tell you a few things about Shunryu Suzuki, who 
was one of the most highly regarded Zen teachers in the West. There was an 
occasion when he fell into a river, a very deep river. He was drowning 
because he couldn't swim, but was rescued. He said afterward yes, I was 
frightened. The whole thing was just an amazing experience. I was terrified. 
I thought I was dying. Someone asked him if he was enlightened and his 
wife, who was with him at the time, said he doesn't know what that word 
means. Over and over and over again he emphasizes there is nothing 
special. He would sit for hours each day, just in his Zen position observing 
his breathing. He said that if he could do that all day, he would do that and 
nothing else. Nothing special. But the people who are selling enlightenment 


are trying to persuade you that if you can achieve the state that they say 
they have obtained, then you will accomplish some less painful and more 
insightful view of the world. We all want that - that's why we're suckers for 
it. Then you also have the people who sell you some idea that they have 
special knowledge. Maybe knowledge of the nature of God, perhaps they 
have unique insights into the nature of God, or maybe they have unique 
insights into the nature of our existence. You know, anything - anything that 
might be attractive to people. They might claim incredible insights into how 
we might be happy, as do the positive thinking charlatans and all those 
kinds of people. Then you come across the real idiots, the people who are in 
contact with the angels or aliens or spiritual beings of one kind or another. 
And, because they profess to have this power that you do not have, then 
maybe that attracts you, so you then go and spend money with them. These 
things will involve spending money at some point. They're not doing it 
because they particularly want to help people, they're doing it because it’s a 
business. We tend to overlook that fact when the promises seem to be so 
great. 

Now, let me tell you about a more sensible approach to all of this. You 
are blessed with the one thing that nothing else on this planet has, and that 
is arational mind. You can look at the evidence around you and infer 
certain things from it. Without this ability to be rational we'd all still be in 
caves, frightened of the lightning because we would think that lightning and 
thunder was the anger of the gods or something ridiculous like that. And an 
interesting fact is that as science pushes back the frontiers of our 
understanding, so does the point at which we start to say, ‘oh well this is the 
mystery of God.’ So, once upon a time thunder and lightning were thought 
to be a manifestation of God. Maybe various illnesses a few hundred years 
ago would have been thought to be some punishment by god or something. 
Now we know that maybe they're viruses or bacteria. All the time we're 
pushing back this frontier - this point at which we have to say, ‘oh this is the 
work of God’. 

Physicists are reasonably close to understanding that the universe came 
from a womb of universes, what they call them multiverse. Of course, then 
you ask the question ‘where does the multiverse come from?’ And then at 
that point, somebody says ‘oh well, that is the work of god or whatever.’ 
Wherever there's ignorance then people will start to talk about god. 
Anyway, to get back to the main point, you are blessed with this ‘reason.’ 


You don't need any special woo-woo, you don't need people telling you 
about enlightenment or special insights into the nature of god or spiritual 
beings or angels or aliens or anything like that. There's plenty here to 
fascinate you. If people studied even the popular books on physics, they'd 
see some bizarre stuff, and you might even call it special. The idea that if 
someone travels very fast relative to you, then they will shrink in size as far 
as you're concerned. And that's a real effect. I could go into how that's a real 
effect, but I don't want to deviate too much. 

When we try to understand the world, I think a good place to start is 
with philosophy, and of course, science - the rational pursuits. As far as I 
know, most philosophies, not all, but most philosophies do not start with 
woo-woo. They begin with observation. Aristotle said every philosophy 
starts with some self-declared foot-hold. It must have a foothold 
somewhere. From that he makes many propositions and builds on the whole 
thing from there, so you get some level of insight from that, then you can 
turn to science to get the facts. In my opinion, science is not as rich as 
philosophy, even though I trained as a scientist, it's not as rich as 
philosophy. Even so, the ordinary world is way, way, way more interesting, 
for me anyway, than any kind of gobbledygook that someone is spouting or 
claiming to have special powers. Here's the bottom line: do not believe that 
anyone has special powers. Maybe that somebody at one point did have 
them, I don't know, but you're very safe in assuming that the people who are 
claiming to have special powers don't have them. So, nothing special - 
luxuriate in the ordinary. Of course, what this means is you must abandon, 
to some extent, ambition because ambition is always about trying to achieve 
something special. It means in some way trying to moderate your desires 
for power from the outside, but there's a strange twist when your mind 
becomes more active. When the mind is active, we start to get some kind 
sense of our inner power. Listening to random gobbledygook is just a state 
of being inwardly passive, so just luxuriate in the ordinary. The ordinary is 
special. And of course, now the temptation is to make the ordinary special. 
The ordinary is just ordinary, and the ordinary is beautiful, and personally, I 
have no real appetite for the special. I quite like the ordinary. 


OBLIVION 


Oblivion isn't the kind of thing to talk about at dinner parties, although you 
can do all sorts of things at dinner parties that are acceptable. For example, 
you can tell people about your latest holiday, obviously it was somewhere 
special because if it wasn't somewhere special you wouldn't be telling them, 
would you? So, you can piss all over them with your stories of your latest 
holiday, or the new car that you've got, or your new big house, but do not 
talk about oblivion. It will stop the conversation in an instant and you will 
never be invited to a dinner party again. This might be a blessing in 
disguise, but that's for you to decide. Anyway, I want to do two things. First 
thing I want to do is just mention our old friend oblivion. Before I do that 
though, I want to make a few comments. The first thing I want to say is 
while the concept of oblivion may seem a bit kind of scary, the reality is 
that most of us tend toward oblivion much of the time. The French use the 
term Petite Mort, which is essentially Little Death, and it's used usually 
about orgasm. For however long - five, ten, twenty seconds, when a person 
orgasms they are out of it in dissociated state. And people, men particularly 
I guess, will put in vast amounts of effort to seduce and be able to have sex 
with a partner, and achieve that state of Petite Mort. So, it’s obviously very 
attractive. People wouldn't think of it in those terms, but it’s the same with 
heroin. They say that heroin is a hundred times better than sex. It is a kind 
of death and a move into some sort of oblivion. And of course, every night 
we sleep and most of us at least will experience some dreamless sleep 
where effectively we're just out of it. We don't exist anymore. It’s not like 
we're entirely strangers to oblivion but talking about it seems to be 
reasonably taboo. 

A drug called Spice has become very popular among the homeless and 
incarcerated prisoners in the UK. It has the attractive property of rendering 
those who consume it unconscious. A recent article in The Guardian 
newspaper carried multiple photographs of homeless people lying 
unconscious in the street while the rest of society just walked past. 
Someone who had never done anything other than clean their car on 
Sunday, and program their personal schedule with Zumba and yoga classes, 
would ask why someone would do such a thing. The obvious response was 
that these people preferred unconsciousness to the pain associated with 
being conscious — emotional pain certainly, and maybe physical pain. 
Somewhat surprisingly there are many critical comments about this, 
asserting that the people who consumed this drug had a choice and so they 


deserved everything they got. All the people who said that are unfeeling 
idiots. They deserve everything they get, because everybody goes for their 
own form of oblivion, as I shall expand upon in a moment. Let’s take a step 
back and talk about oblivion more generally. I spent a great deal of time in 
the North of England, and oblivion by alcohol was a favorite pastime of a 
reasonably large percentage of the population. And I'm not picking on the 
people in the North of England here, it's the same everywhere, it’s just that I 
happened to spend a lot of time there. And then there is a much higher 
percentage of the population whose gateway to oblivion is the TV — soaps, 
game shows, talent shows, and the like. 

Oblivion is attractive because it allows people to forget the salient facts 
that dominate their lives. Toil and strife, old age, illness, and death — these 
are the things that constitute a life stripped of the fancy wrapping. People 
don’t want to know this, it would undermine the reason they have for all 
their striving — and the striving must go on because a better life awaits 
tomorrow. 

It would seem to me that oblivion is the most saleable commodity on 
Earth. It doesn’t have to be Spice or heroin. It can be endless social media, 
endless computer games, and burning ambition. Fortunately, we all 
experience oblivion every night in deep dreamless sleep. And oblivion quite 
possibly awaits us after this short time on Earth. So all-in-all oblivion plays 
a substantial part in our lives — a much greater part than purposeful, directed 
effort. This latter is based on the belief that there is someplace for us to go, 
a place that is better than where we are now. Although we do ignore the 
obvious fact that no matter how purposeful our lives, the destination is 
always the same - oblivion. On the surface, this sounds quite depressing, 
but deeper reflection would show us very clearly that we should kick back 
and live a simple untroubled life. Epicurus said the essentials of life are 
easily got, and for many people this is true. So why make the effort to live 
some glorious life when our old friend oblivion awaits us no matter what 
we do? Go downstream, don’t fight the current, and in the words of a song 
by Simple Minds - there is nothing out there worth fighting for. 

Let me talk about oblivion a little bit more. We all seek oblivion in 
some way or another. We do it every day. Zapfa in his article The Last 
Messiah talked about it in different terms. He talked of things like 
avoidance and sublimation, and other ways of denying reality. What we are 
endlessly trying to do is distract ourselves from the realities of life. And our 


consumer society has become very, very good at allowing us to do that. In 
fact, social media is just another form of oblivion along with rabid 
ambition. 

I saw an article in The Guardian recently pleading with parents not to let 
their kids spend all their summer holidays clicking likes on Facebook, or 
looking for how many likes they've got. Unfortunately, because I work 
sometimes, I have a Linked In account, so I look at the profiles of some of 
the people on there. On Twitter too they'll say silly things like 'passionate 
about helping our customers become happier.’ Well you know if they're 
truly passionate about that then they need psychiatric treatment. Anyway, 
that's a whole other topic, and I'm not going to go down there. We're talking 
about oblivion, so back to oblivion. 

We've mentioned the Petite Mort, which is the orgasm we all value so 
much, particularly young people. They will spend a good deal of their 
resources and time pursuing it. And there are drugs of various kinds that 
essentially take people out of it. Another is Meditation. There are 
meditation techniques that will take you out of it for as long as you want to 
sit there. What is it we're all trying to avoid? Well, what we're trying to 
avoid is, as I've mentioned, the salient facts of our lives. Toil and suffering, 
old age, illness, and death as the Buddhists continuously remind us. Is there 
another way to deal with this constant background anxiety? Well yes, there 
is, but it requires a different approach. And the approach is somewhat of a 
metaphor, take up your shield to gird your loins and to go into the fight. 
Very few people will do that because it requires a level of courage and 
honesty and most of us don't want to have to indulge in. I was once told that 
the old myths and fairy tales and fables are more meaningful for our life 
than any rational, logical analysis. So how many times have we seen stories 
of knights clad in armor on horseback with their lance and their shields 
taking on dragons? Those stories have gone throughout the ages. What do 
you think these stories are about? Well, the knight is you. The armor is your 
understanding and courage, and the lance is your determination not to back 
away from the dragon, and to pierce it with your understanding. That's the 
way that we need to deal with these things, but unfortunately, that isn't the 
way most people deal with it. What is the outcome of taking on these 
dragons? The outcome of doing it that is you no longer live in neurosis. You 
no longer feel the need to seek oblivion, you might even welcome the 
oblivion that comes after the death of the body, but you don't need to seek it 


during life because you're not avoiding it. It's a wholly different approach to 
the one that is being offered by people who want to make money - movies, 
TV, social media, alcohol, drugs. Let's face it, there are huge industries 
based around those things, just so that we can achieve oblivion. We need it 
because we're not strong enough and courageous enough to go and face the 
demons that are lurking in our unconscious day after day. 

You would think that oblivion would get a better rap seeing as it's so 
popular. It doesn't get a good rap for the simple reason that we all know we 
are avoiding the things that we should be confronting. That is the reason we 
don't give it a good rap because it causes us to have a certain amount of 
discomfort. Facing the beast is not a trivial thing - it’s a dangerous thing. 
But a person either goes insane by meeting the beast or insane by living 
some horrendous life by avoiding all the time. Anyway, enough said about 
oblivion. 


ON HAVING NO SELF 


I made a promise a that if the material is going to be challenging or 
disturbing, then I would give a warning. Well, this is challenging material 
so if you don't want a challenge don't read this. The notion that there is no 
self is quite disturbing. I'll be quoting from quite a few people - the 
evidence is overwhelming both regarding traditional philosophies and 
modern neuroscience. Turn over now if you do not want to be told that you 
do not have a self. I want to start with a quote from a book called The 
Ceasing of Notions, described as An Early Zen text from the Dunhuang 
Caves. It's a book I've had most of my life, and if you want to dispel all 
your illusions very, very quickly, then this is the book to read. Although, 
reading isn't enough, and you must realize it within yourself as well. 
Anyway, let me start at the beginning of the book. The whole book is a 
dialog between Emmon, who is a student and a Master. 

The dialog begins: “The master sat silent and said nothing. Emmon 
suddenly rose and asked, what is called mind and how is the mind pacified? 
The master answered: you should not assume a mind and then there is no 
need to pacify it. This is called pacifying the mind.” There is almost nothing 
else that need be said, and those guys are such hard asses because they just 
went straight to the core of it with no messing about. 


I'm going to elaborate - in good old contemporary Western tradition and 
try to describe and effectively validate what was just said. I will start with a 
guy called Thomas Metzinger, who is a philosopher, but calls upon a whole 
pile of contemporary neuroscience to legitimize what he's saying. And what 
he's saying is that there is no self. Now, let's talk about this sense of self that 
we all have. Every morning when we wake up, we recognize who we are. It 
would be an astonishing and disturbing event to wake up every morning 
and find that we're somebody else, wouldn't it? This sense of who we are is 
a strange thing, but a neuroscientist called Antonio Damasio, found there is 
a part of the brain, at the base of the brain, that is a map of your body. It is 
this map of the body that gives us our sense of self. How do we know this? 
We know it because this part of the brain can become damaged, and if it 
becomes damaged, a person loses their sense of self - which is extremely 
disturbing for that person as you might imagine. Every morning they wake 
up, and they're a new person. It sounds like a dreadful situation. This sense 
of self is in the brain and is effectively a map of your body. How did 
Damasio get onto this research? The mind is the idea of the body, there are 
two dimensions for man, one is a dimension of mind, and the other one is a 
dimension of the body. The mind is the idea of the body, or you could say 
the mind is the map of the body. We have a sense of memory as well, and 
our memory which gives us a sense of continuity, but memory is mainly full 
of rubbish - it's full of things that are easy to remember, things that are 
impactful and things that are unique. If something in your life doesn't 
qualify in that way, then you don't remember it. This memory that you have, 
this sense of continuity is wholly distorted, and there's nothing in there that 
is what might be called an accurate and objective picture of your life. You 
remember things that are easy to remember, that are impactful, and that are 
unique. Depending on what random events happen to qualify for that, that is 
the sense of yourself that you create as a continuous entity, and it’s entirely 
fiction. 

From neuroscience, we live in a world that we simulate or that our brain 
simulates. Show me something that your brain isn't simulating, and you 
can't. Everything you know, everything you touch, smell, see, hear, or taste 
is a simulation of your brain. You cannot step outside of it. The weird thing 
is that the brain creates the simulation that creates itself or includes itself, 
which is the strangest thing of all. This sense of self, this sense of ‘I,’ linked 
to this part of the brain I mentioned earlier, is linked to a simulation within 


the simulation. And this is the simulation of yourself. In effect, this notion, 
this feeling, this idea of self, is a simulation within the broader simulation 
that we call reality. I did warn you this would be challenging. Let me at this 
point quote U.G. Krishnamurti, who would probably qualify as a modern 
Zen master although he would hate being called that. He said “there is no 
self, there is no I, there is no spirit, there is no soul and there is no mind. 
That knocks off the whole list. And you have no way of finding out what 
you are left with. Ideas of soul and life after death are born out of the 
demand for permanence. That's the basis of man's religious thinking. All 
religious thinking is born out of the demand for permanence. When you do 
see and perceive for the first time that there is no self to realize, no psyche 
to purify, no soul to liberate it will come as a tremendous shock to that 
instrument. You have invested everything in that, the soul, mind, psyche, 
whatever you wish to call it. And suddenly it is exploded as a myth. It is 
difficult for you to look at your actual situation. One look does the trick, 
you are finished." He doesn't pull his punches. 

Our mind is populated with ideas. Where do those ideas come from? 
Well, they come from our experience in life to a large extent. Not entirely, 
but mainly from there - education, parents, whatever we experience, 
experience with peers and so on. What we call our mind is just a whole set 
of programming, it’s an entire collection of ideas that we've ingested. 
There's nothing in there to call ‘you,’ or ‘me’ there's just a whole pile of 
these ideas that we've pulled in. Some of the ideas will be affirming for us, 
‘you're a clever person’, ‘well done,’ and then there will be some ideas that 
are not very affirming, such as ‘what a dumb ass you are.’ If you're told 
these things repeatedly when you're young, then you're probably going to 
grow up with problems. Anyway, nonetheless, our understanding is all the 
ideas that we have ingested throughout our lives. Many of these ideas will 
be confused and incorrect, but nonetheless, we've ingested them. Now, what 
a lot of people think they are, is the will, the ability to choose this or that, 
but depending on this stratum of ideas that you've ingested, the 
understanding, when a new idea is presented to you, it will either fit in with 
your existing ideas or it won’t. So, for example, if I tell you the moon is 
made of green cheese, you're probably going to negate that, and you're 
going to say that's wrong. But, the only reason you can negate it is that 
you've got this stratum of understanding where somewhere in your life 
you've been told that the moon is rock and it’s a big thing, and it’s whatever 


else you learned. Based on this stratum of understanding that you have, that 
you to a large extent have had no control over, your parents, society, 
religion, education, all those things create your programming. These things 
have programmed this understanding of yours, and this is exactly what we 
are, we are this programming, nothing else. Whenever you are presented 
with a new idea or a new stimulus, you will measure that against this 
stratum of programming that you have that you call ‘yourself.’ It isn't’ 
yourself; it’s just literally a whole pile of programming. Spinoza says “in 
the same way that it is proved that there is in the mind no faculty of 
understanding, desiring, loving". All these properties we think we have. The 
ability to understand the ability to love the ability to hate whatever - they're 
not there. There are just specific instances of hating or liking or loving or 
understanding something. There is no faculty within us to do those things. 

Where does this experience of loving something come from? It’s very 
simple, you have your sub-stratum of understanding which is your 
programming in life. You are presented with a new idea, or a new object, or 
some person, and if they accord with all this programming that you have 
within you, and it makes it all feel very nice and so on, then you'll love that 
idea, object or person. Love is synonymous with pleasure which is another 
blow around the head for all the new age and spiritual types. It's a one-by- 
one experience, and there is no ‘thing’ in there, there's no part of your 
psyche that understands or loves, it's just this constant presentation of new 
images, new ideas, new phenomena that either fits in with your 
programming or it doesn't. Simple as that. Of course, the more you 
experience, the more you get programmed. So, contemporary research, 
Renaissance philosophers, the old Zen masters and so on all say that we 
have no self. That is, once you see that you're finished. It’s incredibly 
liberating, but most people cling to the desire to have something permanent 
within them. Personally, I can think of nothing worse. So, after all of that 
what do you do? Well, that's the thing, you don't do anything. You sit back 
and put your feet up and go with the ride and that's the essence of the whole 
thing. 


PART FOUR 


The Dark Way 


YEARNING FOR NON-EXISTENCE 


The five colors can blind, 
The five tones deafen, 
The five tastes cloy 
The race, the hunt, can drive men mad 
And their booty leaves them no peace. 
Therefore a sensible man 
Prefers the inner to the outer eye. 
Lao ‘Tsu 


I've seen a figure bandied about that 80% of people are said to have a death 
wish, and a large part of them would prefer non-existence to existence. And 
there's a reason for this. If you crave non-existence, it's because your life is 
painful. And why is it painful? Well, let's get into that. 

Your body places constant demands on your mind. Your body is a 
survival machine, and when you're awake during the day, it pumps out 
orders to your brain. Go get food, go get a mate, because procreation is a 
big thing in nature. Go find some shelter, go earn money, become powerful, 
become famous. The body's demand for continued survival is insatiable 
because of course, one day the body's going to die. You know this, so it 
creates a neurosis. And all these demands generate anxiety because the 
body only knows one thing in truth, it only knows pain. All desires are a 
pain. If they weren't a pain, we wouldn't strive to fulfill them. Of course, 
when we do satisfy an appetite, we get pleasure, which is the thing we're 
always after. 


Our normal everyday state is that of anxiety, serving the needs of the body 
to get money, to gain recognition, to get food, to defecate, to have sex, 
endless demands. I could go on and on with that. If you really want to 
understand why people have a death wish, it's because in their mind is ina 
constant state of anxiety and pain, a steady state of wanting, of being 
unfulfilled and unsatisfied. And the body will generate those demands for 
as long as it lives. In fact, the demands may get stronger as there's an 
awareness of approaching death. And so you might see people, particularly 
older people, exercising every day, changing their diet, taking supplements, 
doing whatever they can to prolong the existence of the body - a state of 
profound anxiety. Just to emphasize this point, I've encountered some 
people who have bought into the self-help success stories. You should strive 
more, and in the striving, you can become successful, and you should be 
pumped up more and so on. Several of these people that I've met say the net 
result of all of that was they became much more anxious. Of course, they're 
going to become more anxious because all they're doing is pumping up 
desires and some part of us has to fulfill those desires. Our overburdened 
minds before all this getting pumped up with success stories were stressed 
enough. It needed to maintain the body, and maybe you need to support 
people around you - whatever is going on in your life. And now, all of a 
sudden, we've added a many more demands. You have to become a 
millionaire, you have to pump yourself up every morning. Generally, it 
doesn't happen. You can't make something happen that isn't going to 
happen. If you have no skill in business, there's no point in pumping 
yourself up. It's not going to add anything. 


I think we can characterize life by several features. The first one is striving. 
Striving to continue in existence. Your mind can say whatever it wants. 
Your mind can say I'm fed up with all of this, and I prefer non-existence. 
But hey presto, you continue to exist because your body has the final say. 
Your body wants to continue living because only in extreme circumstances 
would a person end their life. Usually, people just complain, and the body 
keeps on. I want food, I want a sexual partner, I want shelter, I want a 
bigger car, I want fame, I want to be more powerful, and it goes on and on 
and on. 


Let's list four or five characteristics of life. 


The first one is striving. I think I've explained that. Your days are full 
of trying to get the resources that you need to continue with your 
existence. In our society, because people's imaginations are fired up 
with many ambitions, the striving becomes amplified beyond just 
simple needs. 

The second thing is we're all restless. Very few people have a relaxed 
demeanor, and they're disturbed, they fidget, always on their phones or 
having to do something, they cannot sit still, their body is driving them 
all the time to try and do stuff. 

The third thing we can say is that generally speaking, people act with 
haste. Haste is always a sign of ambition, a desperate need to try and 
achieve something - which is why so few people today produce 
anything particularly worthwhile, because they don't have the patience, 
they're always focused on the ambition. They may want to write a 
book, but they haven't got the patience to do that for a year or 
whatever. So haste. Striving restlessness, haste, noise. 

Inner noise, constant chattering in their head. The chattering is nearly 
always about how someone is going to fulfill some desire. Maybe how 
they are going to impress someone, how they are going to turn their 
business into a multi-million dollar business and so on. The noise in 
your head is really just an internal conversation about your desires - 
how you're going to achieve this, how you're going to impress this 
person. 

Finally, a kind of shocker I suppose, is that light is the driver of all of 
this. Now I'm talking about light slightly metaphorically, but light and 
energy are the drivers of activity and creation. So we have striving, 
restlessness, haste, noise, inner noise particularly, energy expenditure, 
light. Light is the source of our energy from the sun and is the source 
of all life on this planet, what some people might call the shit show. So 
light isn't necessarily a particularly good thing. I know that all the 
religions talk about light but there are some people, and Lao Tsu is one 
of them, who talks about the darkness, the stillness. 


You can see the quote from Lao Tsu at the start of this section, and he says 
the five colors can blind. This is about life. The five colors can blind, the 
five tones deafen, the five tastes cloy, the race, the hunt can drive men mad, 
and their booty leave them no peace. Therefore, a sensible man prefers the 


inner to the outer. Very profound. The Tao Te Ching is just an endless 
source of wisdom. And Lao Tsu talks about our origin being a root. Where 
is a root? It's underneath the ground, it's silent, still. Whereas above ground 
is all the activity - sun shining on the leaves, the growth of leaves, things 
eating the leaves, diseases of the leaves and so on. All of that is happening 
above the ground, all the activity. But what happens? Well, eventually the 
top growth dies back in some species of plants, it dies back to the root, and 
it is the root that is nourished. But the root exists in this dark, still, quiet 
environment. 


We've talked about life. Striving, restlessness, haste, noise, light, energy 
expenditure. What is the opposite of this, because the opposite would seem 
to be the right direction to go. While you have a body, you have to strive, 
but we can minimize striving, find the easiest way to get what we need, not 
what we want. What we want is endless, particularly in our consumer 
society. So minimize striving. The second thing is stillness, inner and outer 
relaxation. To let go. To be relaxed, to stop the noise in the head. 


The third thing, instead of haste go slowly. Slowness is the opposite of 
haste. Doing things slowly will expose your ambitions. When you see 
yourself hurrying you can be dam sure there's some ambition behind that. 


The third thing. Silence. Inner silence. It only comes with the diminishing 
of desires. You can't make silence happen. It's a result of a long period of 
work. 


Finally darkness. I use the word darkness in a metaphorical sense. Although 
where I live it's sunny 300 days of the year and I get sick and tired of 
endless sunny days. I go out at night. We could equate darkness with the 
void or what used to be called the Pleroma - fullness, an ancient word 
meaning fullness. Fullness without manifestation. Self-fullness that doesn't 
require manifestation. Darkness is a potential, it's energy but energy that 
isn't in motion. Whereas light and power we experience during the day is a 
dissipation. We dissipate ourselves during the day, which is why we have to 
go to bed at night and rest. To summarize them - minimize striving, 
stillness, slow, silence and darkness. 


Existence itself is like waves on the surface of the ocean. If you think of the 
void as the ocean - a huge mass that's dark and still within. I know there are 


currents down there but for the sake of the analogy, it's dark and still and 
silent. On the surface there are waves, and wavelets on waves and they 
crash around and interfere with each other. The waves and wavelets are the 
things of ordinary life, perturbations of this otherwise still, deep, silent 
being. The force behind manifestation is the deep, dark, still, silent ocean 
bottom - this what people really crave. 


I started talking about non-existence. What people are really after is peace, 
and the only way to get to peace is through a very long period of work. 
Work on one's own nature, because your own nature is your own worst 
enemy. Your survival drive, your body's survival drive will create hell for 
you as long as you live if you let it. You have to service it to some extent, 
you can't get around that. But if you want to go to the ocean bottom so to 
speak, then you have to let go of all the little wavelets and all of the 
disturbances on the top, and you have to dive down deep, very deep. On the 
way down to the ocean bottom is hell - your own desires and emotions. The 
stuff inside you that you'd rather not see because often it's unpleasant. But if 
you're going to look at your desires and understand them, and how the 
emotions are generated from them then you need to see it. Until you have 
that knowledge, you can meditate as long as you want, get pissed off at life 
as long as you want, nothing is going to change because you have no 
understanding that would allow things to change. Eventually, we come to a 
position where we can cultivate silence, stillness, darkness, lack of haste, 
effortlessness. The aim of all of this is very, very simple. The objective is to 
be and not to do. 


THE TERROR 


Many have talked about the terror of existence, or as Ernest Becker put it: 

“To live fully is to live with an awareness of the rumble of terror that 
underlies everything. ” 

We are born, become someone, and then die and become nothing (we 
assume). Other creatures are spared the awareness of their future 
annihilation, but man carries it with him all his life. This fact is too brutal 
for us to bear (read Denial of Death by Becker), and so we sink into 
imagination. We invent an afterlife, create endless distractions, build 
“spiritual” traditions, and many other ways of deflecting attention from the 


fact we shall die. This is not a critical analysis. As someone once said to 
me, without the ability to sink into imagination we would become insane. 
However what is dangerous is the belief that our imagination is reality, and 
what is more, insisting that others should share our imaginary world. 

Someone recently quoted a pretty, little, comforting thought that 
suffering is associated with finite beings, but peace comes through 
embracing the whole. Generally speaking things like this do not annoy me — 
it’s whatever gets you through the night. But this insistence that others 
should accept one’s own quieting notions does annoy. What does 
“embracing the whole” mean, other than something that is wholly 
imaginary for us. If people could simply say, “this is how I deal with the 
terror. I conjure up an imaginary entity called the whole and then imagine 
embracing it.” Instead we get statements that sound as if they are facts, or 
indicate knowledge that is only granted to the few. 

The only way to deal with the terror is to go through it, and for that 
courage is needed and not happy ever after stories. The latter is a perfectly 
good strategy, but a person indulging in such stories will become 
increasingly neurotic as they battle with the doubts that are associated with 
the stories they tell themselves. 

In realty only a few people will dare to venture into the terror. I have 
been involved with people who took me beyond my own “terror threshold”, 
and so there are people out there. But you are lucky if you meet more than a 
handful in a lifetime. Everything else is just distraction and neurosis — 
endless cycling between temporary relief and unbearable dread. 


DANCING WITH THE VOID 


There is an inherent blasphemy involved in writing about “the void” since it 
is inevitable that we try to give shape to that which has no shape. Essays of 
this nature are best treated as temporary scaffolds that might enable us to 
see a little further, and then are quickly dismantled. 

It is said that nature abhors a vacuum, that a region of empty space will 
not stay empty for long, or a quiet mind will not stay quiet for long. In fact, 
there is no such thing as empty space, something called quantum froth fills 
even the tiniest volume of space with sub-atomic particles that pop into 
existence for the briefest of periods of time. Lao Tsu distinguished the void 
from existence by calling all the things that exist the ten thousand things. 


He saw the void as dark, silent and mysterious. The ten thousand things he 
Saw as temporary manifestations to be thrown on the bonfire of vanities 
once they had been used up. He said that “Heaven is heartless treating all 
things as straw dogs. The sage is heartless treating all things as straw dogs.” 
Straw dogs are used in Chinese ceremonies and simply discarded or burned 
once the ceremony is over. It is the void that Lao Tsu values, being the 
womb from which all temporary manifestations appear — including you and 
I. 

Like nature, people cannot help but make attempts to fill the vacuum. In 
our thinking, we construct elaborate concepts and theories to crush the 
unbearable silence of the void. We think in terms of meaning, purpose, 
values, order, good, bad — and so on. That concepts such as “purpose” and 
“meaning” are purely human affairs seems to be unnoticed by most people 
— the universe knows nothing about purpose and meaning. In reality, these 
concepts are simply attempts to validate ourselves, to avoid the eternal 
silence of what lies behind the ten thousand things. Spinoza referred to God 
as the “potential for existence”. Existence itself is hardly worthy of 
attention, it is the realm of the transitory — the ten thousand things. But the 
void is pure potential, and because it is not manifest it is eternal. And so all 
attempts to find meaning, purpose, the good, simply attempt to negate the 
void. 

Dancing with the void is like dancing with a very desirable sexual 
partner. The desire to pull in a little bit closer is always going to be 
irresistible. Every part of us wants to fill the void — to explain everything, to 
acquire more stuff, to give life meaning, to have a purpose. But in the very 
act of doing these things we kill the real life and substitute it with some 
monster of our own making — a religion, spiritual practice, an ideology, 
notions of morality. 

To dance with the void while resisting life’s invitation to destroy it is the 
ultimate dance — a constant tension caused by the manifest wishing to fill 
the unmanifest. And now this short piece is finished you can discard it, as 
just another attempt to fill in the void. 


FORCES, LAWS AND THINGS 


The world seems to be driven by forces of various kinds, gravity being one 
of the primary shapers of the structure of the universe. In fact it wouldn’t be 


too much of an exaggeration to say that the stars, galaxies, black-holes and 
the like are merely coincidental. They come and go as gravity pulls masses 
together and then other forces blow them apart. That a particular star came 
into existence is neither here nor there, and in any case all phenomena are 
transitory — phantoms that appear because forces have conspired to produce 
some effect, and when the conspiracy is over the thing disappears. 

Of course gravity is not the only force operating in the physical 
universe. Electrical and nuclear forces do their bit and the combination of 
all forces produces the universe as we know it. If we are looking for some 
kind of “truth” then forces are nearer to truth than things — at least if we use 
the conventional measure of truth as being something unchanging. Stars 
come and go, but gravity endures “forever”. And it isn’t as though these 
forces are completely unstructured, they obey well-defined mathematical 
laws. It is debatable whether the laws that apply to nuclear forces and the 
like are immutable, but even so they persist for much larger timescales than 
the things that manifest because of them. 

Hopefully you get the gist that forces and laws are the real substance of 
existence, and things just come and go because of them. But it’s odd isn’t it 
that “real things” — people, atoms, trees, stars, are the least real because they 
are temporary and contingent. Greater reality is owned by forces and laws, 
but they are invisible and known to us simply through thought. 

If we want a firmer grip on the nature existence it would seem that we 
would do better to understand the forces and laws that shape it. So far I’ve 
only considered the laws of physics, but what about the law of sentient 
existence on this planet — might is right. If something is stronger and/or 
more devious than another thing it can have it for breakfast or exploit it in 
some other way. This is how life proceeds on this planet, and we get more 
of an understanding of the nature of life by looking at its laws than by 
considering individual creatures, since these are like all other things, 
temporary manifestations generated by the forces that are at play. 

The slightly uncomfortable conclusion to draw here is that you and I are 
also temporary phenomena brought about by impersonal forces. It is the 
forces and laws that are eternal (for all practical purposes). The invisible 
(forces and laws) are the real, and the visible (things) nothing more than 
phantoms popping in and out of existence. It makes sense to look beyond 
phenomena if we want any sense of the nature of reality. 


DEATH MEANS NOTHING TO US 


The philosopher Epicurus came out with a wonderful one-liner that went 
like this: 

“Death means nothing to us, because that which has been broken down 
into atoms has no sensation and that which has no sensation is no concern 
of ours.” 

You have to remember that Epicurus lived before Christ, and his talk of 
atoms was two millennia before scientific discovery. In any case, his logic 
is pretty well infallible. While we are alive we should be concerned with 
living. Thoughts of death are futile since we can never know anything about 
death. This assumes that we have dismissed all ideas of some kind of life 
after death, for which there seems to be absolutely no evidence. I’m not 
dismissing near death experiences or other insights people may have had, 
but for most of us there is no evidence whatsoever of life after death. And 
so the problem we have to deal with is that of living the most pleasant life 
possible. Many great thinkers came to the conclusion that pleasure is simply 
the absence of pain, and Epicurus concurred with this. Here are a few 
quotes: 

“The quantitive limit of pleasure is the elimination of all feelings of 
pain.” Epicurus 

“The prudent man pursues freedom from pain, not pleasure.” Aristotle 

“Happiness is nothing but a dream, and pain real.” Voltaire 

“The fool runs after the pleasures of life and sees himself cheated; the 
sage avoids pain.” Schopenhauer 

I could go on, but hopefully you get the message. The quote from 
Voltaire is particularly apt. Try and recall all the times you have imagined 
pleasures — the dream vacation, winning over a very attractive sexual 
partner, the promise of delicious food in an expensive restaurant, and the 
night out that would deliver untold pleasures. What tends to happen is that 
the dream vacation involves flight delays, cockroach infested hotels, 
sickness and so on. That exciting sexual partner turns into the beast from 
hell, and the great night out is hollow and painful. Pleasure is nearly always 
imaginary, and even when we do experience pleasure it tends to leave a 
bitter after-taste. Pain however is real. If you have toothache their can be no 
peace until a visit to the dentist corrects the situation. 


I mention all this because once we can accept that death is nothing to us 
we can get on with the business of living, and the purpose of life is the 
avoidance of pain. Spinoza states it very clearly in his Ethics: 

“A free man thinks of death least of all things; and his wisdom is a 
meditation not of death but of life.” 

It may seem that what is being said here is trite, but it is the height of 
wisdom. The alternative of course is suicide, but people only commit 
suicide when the pain of existence is greater than the will to life. So 
avoidance of pain is a very good way to Stay alive. 

As a functioning organism we may be nothing after death, but during 
life we are definitely something. The skills required to live the best life are 
explained in great detail by Epictetus, Epicurus, Seneca, Spinoza, and even 
more recent writers such as Camus. Yes, death will make us nothing, but 
then again death means nothing to us. 


THE TASK 


We tend to forget that experience depends on a perceiving subject and 
objects that can be perceived. During the waking hours we have 
experiences, but when the brain largely shuts down at night the subject and 
perceived objects disappear and we experience very little. The subject, the 
thing that experiences, is a product of the brain. This fact is staring us in the 
face because the subject, the sense of something that experiences, 
disappears when we sleep. Deep dreamless sleep is the most extreme 
example. Dreaming is the result of a brain that is still functioning to some 
degree, and as a result images are formed and the subject is still 
functioning, although much more dimly. 

That the subject, the thing we call a “self” is a temporary phenomenon 
depending on the activity of the brain, is so obvious we overlook it. 
Gurdjieff commented many times that our everyday waking consciousness 
was not our real consciousness. He claimed the subconscious was the real 
part of us. In my opinion Gurdjieff’s claim doesn’t really help. Whether we 
like it or not our brains are active for the largest part of the day, and so we 
need to find ways to mitigate the suffering associated with its activity. The 
primary activity of the brain during waking hours is to serve the survival 
program — find food, earn money, seek shelter, company, a mate and so on. 


If the desires associated with the survival program are fulfilled we 
experience pleasure, otherwise we experience pain. 

So the task we are charged with, as reasoning beings, is to minimize our 
suffering during the waking hours of the brain. Spinoza was accused of 
three grave sins — he largely dismissed the notion of consciousness (he 
replaced this with thought), the denial that the universe contains any 
objective notion of good and evil (what is good is what helps me 
understand, and what is evil is what inhibits my understanding), and finally 
that we can banish what he called “the sad passions”. Among the sad 
passions Spinoza included many that were extremely useful to the religions 
— regret, remorse, shame, pity, embarrassment and so on. 

The reason Spinoza claims that good and evil relate only to our ability 
to understand, indicates how important he believed understanding is. And it 
is important because it is instrumental in helping us deal with the sad 
passions — the emotions that cause us pain. Spinoza was very clear. We are 
small things living in a very large, indifferent universe and most of the 
forces at work are much more powerful than we are. He is quite explicit — 
God/Nature is the cause of our suffering, but by developing understanding 
we can be the source of our own pleasure even when events and 
circumstances work against us. I quote fro Prop 18 Part 5 The Ethics: 

So insofar as we understand God to be the cause of pain, to that extent 
we feel pleasure. 

It’s a strange statement, but extraordinarily deep. By developing 
understanding of the nature of existence and our own nature we can find 
ways to diminish the sad passions. The religious figures of the day hated 
this. Religions depend on the notion that we somehow feel inadequate or 
are somehow flawed. His works were essentially banished for centuries 
after his death. 

To summarize. Our waking consciousness is driven by the survival 
program. When its desires are fulfilled we feel pleasure, and when they are 
not we feel pain. The emotions that derive from these pleasures and pain are 
legion, but they are also passive. The task at hand is to become active 
within, and to become the source of our own pleasure. We can only do this 
through understanding. Meditation, chanting, devotional practices, 
philosophizing as a pure intellectual activity, religious practices — none of 
these things will bring some degree of liberation from the survival program. 


Reason and understanding hold the key, which is why they are of interest to 
so few people. 


THE MYTH OF CONSCIOUSNESS 


Most traditions that have been imported from the east place consciousness 
right at the heart of their sales pitch. Gurdjieff was particularly inclined to 
do this, with talk of higher levels of consciousness. Other traditions speak 
of cosmic consciousness and the like, and seekers in the West have 
swallowed these promises hook, line and sinker — which of course tends to 
imply that these people are dissatisfied with their current state of 
consciousness. 

One of the most illuminating comments ever made about consciousness 
is that made by Deleuze as part of his commentary on Spinoza: 

Consciousness is only a dream with one’s eyes open. 

When we sleep we are typically either completely out of it (in deep 
dreamless sleep), or we are sucked into, and identify with, a world of our 
own creation called a dream. It is also important to note that during sleep 
we lose the sense of being a person with continuity of existence — our “self” 
disappears, indicating it is only a phantom associated with our everyday 
consciousness — a product of memory. 

Our waking everyday consciousness creates a number of illusions 
according to Deleuze and Spinoza. The first is the illusion of being able to 
“do”. We are conscious of our desires, but wholly unconscious of the causes 
of those desires. And so we might believe that our one hour workout in the 
gym proves we can do, whereas it is simply the effect of unconscious 
causes — vanity, fear of poor health, addiction to the hormones given off 
during exertion. Just as in a dream where we passively accept whatever the 
brain conjures up, so the reality of our waking consciousness is that we 
manifest the effects of unknown causes. We are an effect and not a cause, 
and our everyday is the dream of a puppet being pushed and pulled around 
by unknown causes. Closely related to this is the illusion of free will. We 
believe we are a center of initiative, when in reality we are automatons 
wholly determined by environment and conditioning. Our waking 
experience is a dream, although of a different kind to the dreams we have 
when asleep. Our waking dream includes a level of continuity, with the 


illusion of a “self”, the illusion of control, and the illusion that we are a 
source of initiative. 

So where exactly is this much talked about “consciousness”. It doesn’t 
exist. We are as much in a dream when awake, as when we are asleep. It is a 
dream of a different kind, but a dream all the same. In reality our waking 
dream is primarily concerned with survival. The needs of the body program 
this waking dream so we spend most of our time gathering resources, or 
finding a mate to produce the next generation. Our days are typically spent 
working, acquiring money, food and shelter, so that the body might thrive. 
This waking dream is a survival dream, and as Deleuze states so 
powerfully, it is a dream with eyes open. 

The realization of our utter slavery to the waking survival dream can be 
a source of despair or delight. If our waking self feels cheated then this 
realization may lead to despair. If on the other hand we come to see that we 
cannot do, that we are programmed automata, then we can sit back and 
watch the show with some level of detachment. Row, row, row your boat 
gently down the stream ... 


A DEAD END CALLED CONSCIOUSNESS 


The universe as a whole is unconscious, or so it would seem. Of course, we 
could propose conscious states of existence that we know nothing of - but 
we could also propose that the soup-dragon created the universe by 
breathing fire. We will work with the facts as we see them. Pretty much 
everything in the universe is unconscious, and by unconscious, I mean no 
reflective consciousness. A dog is part of existence, but it doesn’t seem to 
reflect on the fact it exists, and so by our definition, we would say that the 
dog and all other non-human life is unconscious. 

Various writers have commented that humanity is overburdened with 
consciousness, and not least because individuals are aware of the fact they 
will die. Human beings not only suffer, as all other sentient things do, but 
they can anticipate suffering and reflect upon it. Such is the burden put on 
man by his consciousness that many mainstream writers (Freud, Rank, 
Adler) see man as an animal that is incapable of bearing an awareness of 
reality. And so he hides in symbols - words, images, systems, and anything 
else that might take him away from the awful reality of being something 
very tiny in a vast universe. Animals are spared this torture. Conditioned by 


their instincts and habits they do not contemplate the immense spaces 
between planets, suns, and galaxies for example. The world of an animal is 
a tiny thing. The world of man is too large to bear. And so consciousness 
doesn’t seem to have helped us here very much, creating a neurosis in man 
that cannot be avoided. 

It might be that consciousness in man is nothing more than an 
overdeveloped mechanism for dealing with the outside world. As such 
consciousness is a terminus - an end point for the unconscious processing 
that takes place within the body. The body is quite happy sleeping at night, 
but if it needs to visit the bathroom it has to invoke consciousness of the 
outside world; otherwise, it would just continue with sleep. Our waking 
activities can be seen as nothing more than the body calling us to action to 
earn money, procreate, eat, defecate and carry out any other actions required 
for life of the body. It is clear that the body operates unconsciously 
whenever it can - digestion, gland function, heart rhythm, liver function and 
so on. This sense we have of being a self, of being someone, seems likely to 
be wholly erroneous. Memory and a map of the body created by the brain in 
the brain stem give us a sense of continuity, but there is no ‘self.’ Without a 
reflective consciousness, we wouldn’t even be able to posit a self. 

Somewhat ironically many religious and spiritual schools glorify our 
consciousness, when it is really our subconscious that represents what we 
truly are. Trying to become more and more conscious, because we believe 
or have been taught that a pot of gold lies at the end of the consciousness 
rainbow, is folly. Consciousness is a dead end, and we need to move the 
opposite way - toward the subconscious. There is an undeniable point here 
to show that this is true. Every night we experience several hours of deep 
dreamless sleep. During that time there is no sorrow, worry, pain or other 
kinds of affliction. Our waking hours, however, are typically plagued with 
pain - physical and emotional. Our body is the same body in both states, but 
one is essentially blissful and the other purgatory. One is unconscious and 
the other conscious - take your pick. 

It seems that our over-developed waking consciousness has served the 
purpose of making us the dominant species - but at such a high price. Our 
everyday waking consciousness is just an appendage, and Schopenhauer 
even called it a parasite. Gurdjieff said our real consciousness is our 
subconscious, and our ordinary waking consciousness a phantom. We as 
personalities and persons are phantoms. 


Don’t go searching for heightened states of consciousness - go the other 
way and sink into your subconscious. And don’t underestimate deep 
dreamless sleep - Socrates said it didn’t get any better than that. 


EXPECT NOTHING 


Are you always feeling let down? Are things never going your way? Then 
you need to visit ancient Rome and listen to Seneca. He was the wealthiest 
man on the planet during his days in Rome, and at the end of his life, he 
was told to commit suicide by Nero. He tried to slash his wrists, but that 
didn't work because he was old, and the blood flow wasn't very healthy, so 
he had to sit in a hot bath for about an hour then slash his wrists, which 
worked. But Seneca was a very wise man, yet people who are in “spiritual 
work” turn their noses up at people like the Stoic philosophers, when the 
Stoics could teach them a thing or two. Anyway, Seneca said ‘no man is 
crushed by misfortune unless he has first been deceived by prosperity.’ 
Now I generalize that, and I'd say no man is crushed by misfortune unless 
he's first been deceived by fortune. Our life consists of expecting things - 
when you go to work, you expect to make money, when you have a 
relationship, you expect some affection, love, whatever it is in return. If 
nothing comes in return, I doubt very much that you'd stay in a relationship 
for very long. When you get in your car, you expect it to start. There is an 
endless list of things we expect all day long. When our expectations are not 
met, then we get upset. And there are big things that happen in life, like not 
getting the promotion you wanted, or your partner leaving you, or poor 
health. Things happen that we never expected because we somewhat 
stupidly only expect things to go well. Well, the universe does not bend 
itself to suit our needs, the universe operates according to laws, and if you 
fall foul of those laws, then you will suffer. The idea that whatever you 
want is going to happen and when it doesn't happen you are justifiably upset 
or grumpy, is just simply ridiculous. 

Now, here's a secret in all things, and it doesn't just apply to what we 
might call everyday life, it applies to spiritual practice as well which I'll 
elaborate on shortly. This big secret is to expect nothing, and it's great 
freedom if you can do that. The problem is, most of us have this causal link 
between doing stuff and getting some reward at the end. We're a bit like rats 
in a box, they press the button, and a bit of food drops out of a tube, that's 


what we're like. Go to work, get some money, work on a relationship, get 
some affection back or get some appreciation back or whatever. Work on 
our health, and we're going to be healthy, it doesn't work like that. Of 
course, in spiritual practice, we do whatever we believe is our road to 
Nirvana. We maybe do meditation, maybe some emotional discipline, 
perhaps some devotional work. Then what if nothing happens after we've 
done all that work? Oh my god! You may have spent most of your life 
doing this, and nothing has happened. You're not enlightened, you are not in 
Nirvana. I have an excellent little book which I refer to very often called 
Zen Mind, Beginner's Mind. I imagine most people might be familiar with 
it. One of the pieces of advice he gives to people who practice meditation is 
that they should not sit there and expect something to happen. It's ridiculous 
to do that because all you are doing is polluting your effort. And in fact, I 
remember a conversation with Rina Hands, a lady who knew Gurdjieff. She 
always used to say to me ‘never work with the expectation of any results 
whatsoever,’ therefore expect nothing. Now, this ability to expect nothing 
isn't something you can magic out of thin air. I'm suggesting that this is the 
correct approach to life, but how do you get to that? Well, life must do you 
a favor. Life must kick you in the teeth a few times. You must learn that life 
doesn't give a damn about your desires. 

What I do know is that life is not going to shape itself just for me, and it 
isn't going to shape itself just for you. Many of the things that you want are 
not going to happen, and as you get older and life is just stubbornly refusing 
to give you what you want, then you'll start to learn that wanting things is a 
bit silly. For example, in ordinary everyday life when you feel frustrated - 
let's say that you're not well, you've been unwell for a while, and you're 
starting to get upset about it and grumpy. Then you should say to yourself ‘I 
do not expect good health.’ If you can say that to yourself, then you'll be 
amazed at how much relief you get from it. ‘I do not expect good health,’ ‘I 
do not expect my partner to care for me and to be loyal towards me,’ ‘I do 
not expect to get a promotion at work.’ I know this goes against a recent 
idea in ‘The Secret,’ I don't know if you are familiar with it. The Secret was 
a huge commercial success for someone because it told people if they focus 
on something and think positively about it then they will get it. For 
example, if you want to be wealthy then you don't have to do any work, all 
you do is you think about it, imagine it and visualize it and sure enough, it 
will happen. I think this is a very, very cruel thing because what it implied 


was that anything that happens in your life is your fault. It's your fault that 
your health is poor, not the fact that the food we can buy these days is 
heavily polluted with all kinds of crap we could do without. If you haven't 
made a million by the time you're 30 it’s your own fault, nothing to do with 
the fact that you probably need to come from a privileged background to 
achieve that, not always, but usually. So, people go around blaming 
themselves for not being able to achieve things. The woman who started 
this thing said that the great tsunami of 2004 was caused by a whole pile of 
people being negative. It's beyond belief that people believe that kind of 
thing, but they do, and they buy into it. 

To get back to the main point, what I'm saying is that by denying 
yourself the expectation of a reward you are also insulating yourself from 
disappointment. You don't have to do this, but you must ask yourself, what 
am I doing my work for, my psychological or spiritual work or whatever 
you want to call it, what am I doing it for? Ultimately you want joy, peace, 
contentment, forget about enlightenment. Enlightenment is some silly myth, 
at least the popular notion of it. The popular notion being that we inhabit 
some alternative state of consciousness where everything is fine and dandy, 
but it's not really at all. Well, I've never seen it anyway, and I've met quite a 
few people in the kind of work that I've done. 

Since we want happiness and to experience peace and to be joyful then 
we don't want negative emotions. We don't want the passions would be a 
correct phrase to use; we don't want the passions grabbing us by the neck 
every day because something has gone wrong, or because someone has 
done something that upsets us. We have no control whatsoever, over either 
ourselves or what is happening in external life. I know people will probably 
disagree with the first part of that, but, you don't have any control over 
yourself. It's ridiculous to think that you have a will that can control what 
you do. Since you have no control over these things, it's best to regard them 
as things that are not particularly important. With your health, for example. 
You have no control over whether this time next week or tomorrow you 
might be struck down with some illness that's quite debilitating and so on. If 
you can say to yourself ‘I don't want health, it doesn't affect me,’ then when 
poor health comes along, you're not going to be devastated as many people 
are. It goes against the grain, for example, to say I don't care about good 
health. It goes against the grain because at the center of every one of us is a 
life-affirming desire to live and to have a certain amount of power. By 


saying something that contradicts that, it offends something very deep 
within us. This life-affirming thing that is within us does not work for our 
benefit; it works for the benefit of nature in general. And before I get 
myself into water that is too deep, I think I'll finish this. 


COMPASSION FOR SELF 


Here we are, thrust into an existence we do not understand, and with a death 
sentence hanging over our heads. For most of us, the will-to-life is 
tyrannical, causing us to strive to maintain our existence at almost any cost. 
This is the cause of anxiety and much suffering — a “vale of tears” as it is 
called in the Bible. This is not an exercise in self-pity, but just an objective 
statement of the facts. I could go on, but you get the picture. 

If we can really see our situation, and that of all other creatures, then we 
need to mitigate its effects if we are not to be at the mercy of random 
circumstances that might either work for us or against us. An essential 
ingredient in this mitigation is self-compassion. I repeat this is not self-pity. 
We want to reduce our suffering, not increase it, and self-pity would surely 
increase our suffering. Self-compassion is wholly different. 

To have compassion for self means we understand that we live in a 
seemingly indifferent universe and that it is our task to make our lives as 
pleasant as possible. This is the greatness of Spinoza. He wrote his magnus 
opus, The Ethics, with the stated aim of helping humankind reduce its “sad 
passions” — it was a work of great compassion. And so we too need to work 
to reduce the “sad passions” in our lives. To bring pleasure into our lives is 
not an invitation to indulgence, this will only bring pain — sooner or later. It 
simply means we find activities that bring us pleasure and focus on those. 
Spinoza claims that the only real pleasure is that of understanding. For 
myself, this is certainly a major component in creating a pleasurable life, 
but it isn’t the only thing. I enjoy meditation, relaxation and other things 
that reduce the harmful effects on my psyche created by the ever-present 
will-to-life. 

Out of compassion for self we can make efforts to understand ourselves 
and the world. This understanding will, on its own, bring relief from 
suffering. We should not live a life governed by the incessant desires 
produced by the will-to-life. And I should add that subtlety is needed here. 
We cannot control or dominate in any way the will-to-life as it manifests 


through us. But we can observe it and give it expression while 
understanding it and seeking short breaks from endless desiring. This would 
be an act of self-compassion. This is the best we can do, but the benefits are 
enormous. Instead of being an unconscious slave of the will-to-life we 
become a conscious slave, and so there is something of our own in there. 

To live a life without compassion for self is a tragedy — a life lived as a 
“thing” as Gurdjieff would say. Don’t live the life of a thing. You owe it to 
yourself to understand your own nature and that of the world and to take 
time out from the incessant demands of the will-to-life 


ON MAKING NO EFFORT 


One of the most difficult things to achieve in this life is to give up on effort. 
And yes, I’m aware there is a paradox buried in that statement, but paradox 
is the engine of truth. In any case, by the time we become young adults we 
have learned that the only way to achieve anything is through effort — 
school, work, seduction, physical training, and so on. As I have mentioned 
many times, virtually all our efforts are driven by the will-to-life or survival 
instinct. And so, we make efforts to earn money, secure shelter, buy food, 
find a mating partner, become part of a social group, maintain our health, 
and a hundred other things that serve to keep us alive and provide an 
environment for rearing offspring. And if we had no reflective 
consciousness, we would behave like other animals and only strive to exist 
and raise our young, and then die. 

Unfortunately, or fortunately, depending on how you view it, we do 
have a reflective consciousness, and so we can look at our life and ask 
whether we merely want to be a slave to nature, driven by desires, and 
suffering the emotions that are a result of these desires being fulfilled or 
otherwise. Once we have identified desire to be the root cause of our 
suffering, and that all desires derive from the desire to live, then we can 
make efforts to understand these desires, the emotions, and how we might 
be less affected by them. But there is a twist. All effort comes from the 
beast, the will-to-life, without exception. And since we are mainly beast, so 
we have a hard time understanding how we might free ourselves from its 
tyranny. Various sages and philosophers have indicated what we need to do, 
although even the word “do” is loaded with the desire. Gurdjieff said we 
should let our non-desires dominate our desires. Lao Tzu in the Tao Te 


Ching says things like — the grass makes no effort to grow, or a storm has 
no fixed schedule or timescale. Many Gurdjieff groupies interpret his 
statement to mean they should do things they do not want to do, but to do 
these things they ultimately have to convince themselves that they do want 
to do them, and so the result is not a non-desire. Non-desire is no desire. We 
should let no desire dominate desire. Unfortunately, our language does not 
help here. For example, the only way we can express the opposite of doing, 
is by saying non-doing. Non-desire, non-doing, and by implication no-effort 
is where we should go, but oh dear, the word “go” implies action. Seems 
like we are in a trap since we can only think in terms of doing, of effort, of 
goals and preferred states. And so, we find people chasing after 
enlightenment, moksha, mindfulness and any number of other seemingly 
preferred states. 

Fortunately, nature cannot hide its intentions and its deceptions. Its most 
obvious deception is the inbuilt sentiment that every creature has, that it is 
the center of the universe. This leads inevitably to a sense of self- 
importance, and each creature experiences itself as the only thing that 
matters in the world. It should be evident that none of us have some vital 
role to play, the world will get along fine without us. Nothing we think, 
nothing we do, nothing we feel, or any purpose we may think we have, is 
the least bit important. It is essential that we realize nothing is important, 
including this statement. This is our get out of jail card. At the times when 
we think we have discovered the secret to freedom, how to be happy, that 
we understand how everything works, or merely the expectation that some 
new practice or knowledge is going to set us free, we can remember that it 
is not the least bit important. Apparently, the ego does not like this, and so 
there is likely to be resistance. But if you remember that the resistance is 
also not important, and that your so-called efforts are not important, then 
you may indeed get a taste of inner freedom. So, here’s a list of things we 
can do, none of which are important, and which might help us abandon the 
addiction to effort. 


1. Nothing is important, including the idea that nothing is important. 

2. It is not the least bit important that you should recognize when you 
have a gaining idea. The idea of gain is our default mechanism for 
doing things. When you see you have attached some idea of gain to an 


action, just acknowledge it and move on. Do not try to resist the 
gaining idea, because then you only create another gaining idea. 

3. Do not resist anything within yourself. If you see ambition in yourself 
in the work environment, or ambition in your play, or ambition in your 
relationships with others, just observe it and let it be. To resist these 
things would mean that you take them seriously and that you have 
decided that there is a preferred state. There is never a state that is 
preferable to the state you are in right here and now. 

4. Finally, remember that all effort comes from the will-to-life. If you see 
yourself making efforts, then just observe them and move on. To make 
efforts to try and eliminate effort is the ultimate folly. 


This is tricky work, but I have found in my experience that the constant 
remembrance of my own nothingness, and that nothing I think, or feel is the 
least bit important to me or anyone else, usually breaks the logjam of 
emotions and thoughts that crowd our inner world. But breaking the logjam 
isn’t important either. Finally, a word from Lao Tzu: 

‘A good traveller has no fixed plans, and is not intent on arriving. 

But Lao Tzu isn’t important either. 


